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abcdefghijklmnopaqrstuvxz 
3) Write your name once. 
4) Study: 
Pano, Pai, Papai, Pau, Pia 
AI, AU, EI, EU, UL, 
Eia, Ud, Uai, Ué, Oa, Oi, Ioib, Iaid. 


This sequence of activities exemplifies the kind of teaching approach Carla and 
her friends explored in their playing. The “students” were expected to copy what 
she wrote on the board, even if the instruction was just Read, as in activity 
number 1 above. Her brother complained about this, saying that his sister gave 
them lots of things to do and, some days, insisted in continuing playing school 
even if he wanted to play on the streets with his friends. 

Activity 4, for instance, resembles a methodological procedure present in early 
literacy textbooks used in the Brazilian schools in this period: a selected group of 
words from the “text” followed by a group of syllables are presented to exercise 
the recognition and memorization of relationships between phonemes and 
graphemes. The way Carla orchestrated the play time and organized and pro- 
posed activities for her brother and friends can be taken as evidence that she was 
re-enacting with them the ways she had been taught at school: copying in cursive 
letters and focusing on developing the ability to decode and write. 

In 2009, I encountered a group of children playing school in a snack bar on a 
Saturday afternoon. Clarice, also a 9-year-old girl in the third grade, took up the 
role of teacher, while her 7-year-old brother and a 6-year-old friend (José) were 
her students. The snack bar owner was her uncle, and it was situated in front of 
her grandparents’ house, which I had just left after interviewing them. A couple 
of tables were occupied by adults who would take turns going to the jukebox and 
selecting music. 

Clarice’s aunt works for the county Educational Department supervising 
kindergarten teachers, and she collects used school materials to bring home for 
her niece to play with with her friends. It was from her aunt’s files that Clarice 
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selected the photocopied pages of activities she gave to her brother and her 
friend that day. José was very engaged in the activities Clarice selected for 
him and would come back to the table she was sitting at to show her what he 
had done. 

I had the opportunity to talk to Clarice and asked her to show me the activities 
she would choose for José from her aunt’s file and explain why she would choose 
them. In one of the pages that she selected, a drawing represented a scene of a 
birthday party: cake (bolo), candies (balas), and balloons (balées) were placed on a 
table, surrounded by two girls (one of them blowing the candle) and a boy. This 
drawing was accompanied by the following instruction: This is Bianca’s party. It was 
a very fun party, like ours. Mark with an X what starts with the letter B. Finally, the last 
activity proposed: “Agora, escreva 0 nome de tudo que vocé marcou como souber. 
[Translation: Now, write the name of the things you marked in the way you know.] 
The contrast between materials available to Clarice in 2009 and references 
explored by Carla in 1988 showed that two main methodological procedures are 
no longer present: sequences of phrases or decodable texts, and copying. Finally, a 
key innovation seems to be the proposition to the children to write something in 
the way they know. 

These differences can be interpreted as an indexical sign of changes in meth- 
odological approaches to teaching writing adopted in Brazilian schools. The 
research of Ferreiro and Teberosky (1985), for instance, showed that learners create 
hypotheses about the uses and functions of writing as well as about the structuring 
principles of the alphabetical writing system. This finding led to the possibility of 
learners inquiring about, for example, his or her ways of conceiving how to write 
a word. This kind of question was inconceivable in the approach that was adopted 
in Trombeta’s public school in the 1980s and that appeared in Carla’s re-enact- 
ment of school. 

Another indexical sign of change in the materials explored by Clarice is the 
presence of the word letramento (literacy) on the top of some of the pages in her 
aunt’s file. This Brazilian Portuguese word was first used in an academic text in the 
late 1980s and, gradually, its usage gained attention in other social spaces (e.g. 
public school, media) (Soares, 2004). Its creation was a response to the growing 
recognition that the dichotomist alternative pair of words alfabetizado and analfabeto 
that referred to the ability or inability to read or write did not allow the possibility 
to talk about reading and writing as social practice (see Marinho, this volume). 
Thus, the presence of this new teaching procedure and the word letramento (liter- 
acy) on the top of the page selected by Clarice can be seen as indexical signs of 
changes in the approach to how writing is conceived and taught in Brazilian 
schools; for instance the attempt to take into consideration social uses of writing in 
the school teaching processes (Street, 2005). More research is needed on how 
these conceptual changes are taking shape in schools and their consequences for 
what and how one can learn literacy in and out of schools. 
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Conclusions 


These brief accounts, based on observations and interviews, provide insights into 
how the wider context affected changes in the local context and what goes on in 
the life of Trombetas’ residents in relation to writing and reading. The accounts 
can be read as signs of changes in the availability of and access to writing that 
took place locally in Trombetas,> in the city of Ibirité. I have called upon the 
concept of indexical signs as a way of analyzing intergenerational changes in both 
local and global terms, looking at signs of change in public spaces, such as the 
layout and design of the housing and roads and the place of a school within this 
neighborhood; the increase in written signs in these new spaces; and also the 
number of neo-Pentecostal churches, which has implications for the kind of reli- 
gious texts available. I have used Kalman’s notion of availability and access to 
consider the significance of such changes for local people. Finally, I have pre- 
sented brief case studies of children bringing home school practices across the 
two periods of my field research — 1990s and 2009 — and related these to changes 
in the national educational system and curriculum. This chapter has mainly 
attempted to open up questions for further research in such contexts and to sug- 
gest ways in which we can relate local and global aspects of social change in 
general and changes in the uses and meanings of literacy in particular. Like many 
of the chapters in this volume, it looks forward to further studies of Latin American 
Literacy Studies that extend and build upon the current rich vein of research in 
this field. 


Notes 


1 The names of the neighborhood and people are pseudonyms. 

2 This first case study was supported by Capes (1988-1991). The second received 
support from CNPQ and (Process 201834/2007-3), and FAPEMIG (159-09). 

3 Many thanks to Priscila Maria de Lana, who helped me to get in touch with these 
families again. 

4 Public schools in Brazil are those financed by the federal, state, or counties’ financial 
resources. 
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SURVIVAL OF ORIGINAL 
KNOWLEDGE! 


Irma Rosa Fuenlabrada and 
Maria Fernanda Delprato 


The research (Delprato and Fuenlabrada, in press) that is the main reference for 
this chapter explores the problems of numbering and calculating faced by 
unschooled or underschooled indigenous craftswomen during their social and 
productive integration in spaces that are foreign to their culture. Understanding 
the underlying mathematical logic to these problems demanded venturing into an 
analysis of the social concerns that support the resolution strategies to the arith- 
metical problems that these women confront. The choice of research subject-— 
a collective self-managed productive organization—was linked to our interest in 
approaching the new mathematical tools that we supposed were demanded by the 
processes unleashed in the constitution of a productive organization that tran- 
scends the family domain. In turn, the singularity of the social endorsement of this 
context (a local context of indigenous communities) demanded the overlapping 
of these processes with community practices and cultural wisdom. This required 
discussing conceptions of “mathematical literacy” that are restricted to the auton- 
omous acquisition of problem-solving skills. In other words, it entailed the adop- 
tion of an ideological model of numeracy? (Street, 1984) to analyze the link 
between the numeracy practices observed and the specificity of the researched 
context: that of a collectively managed indigenous organization dedicated to the 
production of handcrafted objects. In the following paragraphs we will recount 
the trading ways of the community (bartering and incorporation of the monetary 
system) and of the handcrafted production. We will also devote some space to the 
circumstances and events surrounding the creation of the organization of women 
artisans. In this account we seek to recognize new practices of numeracy and the 
power relations that cross them within the local context (the relationship between 
the leader and the artisans) and within the out of community social networks (for 
the defense of the value of handcrafted production). We will see that the tensions 
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that cross and crossed this domain demanded the differentiation of preceding 
trading practices as a way to provide legitimacy to local power relations—what 
Elisa refers to as “the beautiful power.” 

The research was carried out by interviewing the leader of the organization 
and by accompanying her to a fair that took place in a town located near her 
community of origin (Patzcuaro, in the state of Michoacan, Mexico) during the 
selling of the products handcrafted by her organization. This allowed us, from a 
perspective that was full of interpretative intentionality, to document the goals and 
meanings of the work of this woman leader. She was selected as informant in view 
of the peculiar position of intermediation that she held. We approached the inter- 
pretation of Elisa’s goals reconstructing the constitutive link between the appro- 
priation of the numeracy practices that are described and the identity processes of 
Elisa as leader. 

This means that our analysis in the final sections will be centered on Elisa, on 
the construction of her position within the organization, and on the tensions 
between the numeracy practices evident in the exercise of her leadership, includ- 
ing tensions between the access, the interplay, and the resistance to new numer- 
acy practices (and knowledge) within trading dynamics and out of the community 
trading spaces.* Throughout this process, we will be analyzing the acquisitions of 
skills and the cultural resistances that are part of Elisa’s socialization process as the 
leader of the organization, and her ways of experiencing and valuing the exercise 
of this position. In short, we will be analyzing the constitutive elements of her 
identity (Zavala, 2009). And since it is in the interest of this article that we focus 
the analysis on the link between numeracy practices and Elisa’s identity, we will 
not go into more depth regarding mathematical resolution strategies. 


Trading Relations in the P’urhépecha Community: The Original 
Trading Relations of a P’urhépecha Community and Trade 
Relations Mediated by the Monetary System 


In Mexico, bartering for basic merchandise and subsistence foodstuffs had its origin 
in the economic relations that were established between social indigenous groups 
during the prehispanic era. Although this local trading practice is useful for those 
who participate in it, it does not enable access to the means of consumption in 
external economies regulated by the use of the monetary system. Bartering is still 
practiced in the organization that concerns us, but it now appears as a last resource 
for “selling” pottery, and not as the first and only one as it was in the past. 
Currently, trade relations entail the use of bank notes (or peso bills in this case) 
and coins imply interactions with symbols and inscriptions for those involved. For 
the communities that are mainly non-literate, this has several consequences. First, 
if they do not interpret the symbols and the inscriptions on the bills and coins 
correctly, they put their vital interests at risk. Second, doing this obliges them to 
use mathematical tools to solve the differences of equivalence that regulate the 
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monetary system, and they work this out from their own abilities in handling the 
numerical system. 

Of the women in the organization, Elisa is apparently the only one who 
recognizes the equivalence relationships of the Mexican monetary system well; 
but this does not mean that she manages them with ease in trade transactions. 
Operating within the monetary system also requires the members of the com- 
munity to understand a series of trading rules and mechanisms that are foreign to 
them. Given the above, the community members need to introduce the use of 
money within a complex process of specific adaptations, cultural adjustments, and 
communal decisions predetermined and redefined from within their own cultural 
perspective and local knowledge about trade relations. 


Building a Collective in Response to Underprivileged Situations 


Most of the women devote themselves to the hand production of comales® 
(clay griddles) and clay pots for daily use. The community also produces hand- 
embroidered mandiles’ (aprons). The integration into the external economy favors 
the extension of pottery production to the making of “decorative clay objects”; 
in the same way, the embroidery of aprons is extended to the production of 
blouses. 

In order to improve their family income, the women in the community need 
to establish trade relations with “the others,” but while doing this they confront 
a double set of problems: (1) they have to acquire a new language—Spanish— 
since they are P’urhépecha speakers; and (2) it is difficult for many of them to 
attend markets to sell their handcrafts because many of them cannot leave the 
community. Both situations restrict the participation of several of the indigenous 
women in the selling process. 

In the past, these limitations led to disadvantageous negotiations between the 
craftswomen and intermediaries who were foreign to their community and who 
took over the outside sales® of their products. In a previous study about the group, 
Torres (1995, 43) points out that: “Before the constitution of the group, sales were 
local and through some intermediaries, whose management and control did not 
allow for the improvement of their conditions and demanded very low prices for 
the products of the women potters.” 

The search for more just trading mechanisms for their handcraft production 
propelled this group of women, under Elisa’s initiative, to organize themselves and 
form a collective. Initially, the craftswomen of this community were only looking 
for a fair price for their products through the intervention of a community 
member who could play the role of sales agent towards the outside markets. 
That role fell specifically on Elisa. It is important to note that neither Elisa, nor 
her companions (Mananei and Araceli), received any payment for this endeavor. 
The “intermediary” role that they accepted stemmed from their sense of solidarity 
towards the other craftswomen in the community. 
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The Commercialization of the Pottery 


Beside other problems, the “intermediary role” in the selling of pottery, adopted 
essentially by Elisa, revealed some difficulties for the women as time went by. 
It was enough for one group member to question the way in which her products 
had been traded to generate suspicions from the other members. 

There is, in fact, a difference between the assumptions of the community 
members who do not go out to sell about the way that the sales are carried out 
and the actual experiences of those who are in charge of selling. To sell outside the 
community implies expenses, and the added risk of not being able to sell, or the 
possibility of lowering the price, and in some extreme cases resorting to bartering. 
This is difficult for some craftswomen to take into account if they only think in 
terms of the price that they would like to get for their products. In this context, 
money becomes an important part of the mechanism that mediates the exchanges 
between “the outside” and the community. 

Taking this into consideration, Elisa and a few other artisans choose to buy the 
pottery from other members of the organization, paying them a fair price, although 
this represents a risk for them during the resale process (the risk of paying trans- 
portation costs from their pockets, selling at an equal or smaller price than the one 
they bought the piece for, or the risk of having to release the product through 
bartering). 

Buying for reselling is essentially a way to bring transparency to the trading 
transactions from a position of justice. The craftswomen who can go out of the 
community to sell, buy and pay a fair price to the ones who cannot leave the 
community to work at the market. By doing so, they give their fellow members 
the opportunity to trade while safeguarding them from intermediaries who 
are foregin to the organization, and who pay a price for their goods that does not 
correspond to the value of ther wares. 

Ina different way from those who make pottery, the craft;women who produce 
textiles and are able to leave the community do accept selling blouses and aprons 
through intermediaries. It is quite paradoxical that there are such differences in 
the selling processes within the same organization, especially because the sales- 
women in charge of marketing the pottery and the textiles are the same. This 
situation is due to: 


¢ the quality of the embroidery of the aprons (which are part of the traditional 
dress), which is the reason that the sale price remains high (reaching $2,000 
pesos):° a price that prevents exchanging aprons for other merchandise in 
cases where they are not sold; 

e the blouses could be sold more easily due to their price (at around $300 
pesos), however, these blouses are at a disadvantage when compared to 
equivalent products of indigenous women from other regions, whose 
embroidered blouses are more original in design.!° 
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The lack of competitiveness and the cost of production translate into smaller sales 
for the blouses and aprons. This does not justify the presence of the members of 
this textile subgroup to make direct sales because it is difficult to recover the 
expenses involved in traveling away from the community. In addition, bartering 
becomes impossible. This marks a clear difference with what happens to the pot- 
tery pieces, which have prices starting at $10 pesos ($1). 

Elisa takes on the commitment of buying her co workers’ pottery production 
and then reselling it with an attitude of solidarity with the craftswomen, especially 
because she recognizes that she has had opportunities that put her in a different 
situation from the rest of them. She therefore decides to take this into account by 
benefiting her fellow craftswomen with the opportunity to sell their products. 

Elisa’s authority (“the beautiful power’) is founded on the “gift of giving to 
the other,” a social criterion recognized in a variety of studies (Torres, 1995) as 
characteristic of indigenous communities. Underlying this criterion lies the 
value of reciprocity in attitudes related to giving and receiving, as well as in the 
fair distribution of goods. This not only refers to material objects, but first and 
foremost to those gains that come from personal experience and to the knowl- 
edge one has acquired through performing a different role. These non-material 
goods are not considered personal property or obtained by one’s own merit; 
therefore they should be shared for the benefit of those who have not had similar 
opportunities. 


The Rise of a Self-reliant Productive Organization 


The fact that the community craftswomen organized themselves into a collective 
to facilitate the trading of their products without the involvement of 
external agents facilitated the transition from individual (or family) production to 
a coordinated group production. 

The collective solution for managing the distribution of costs and profits is one 
of the main implications of this change. However, because the women aspire to 
consolidate their organization, the implementation of certain criteria for making 
sales-related calculations becomes more important. It becomes necessary to 
implement mechanisms agreed upon through collective consensus in order to 
guarantee a shared understanding of the new trading rules that are needed given 
the collective production of their wares; rules that are different from the ones that 
regulate individual production and that are best known to the organization’s 
members. 

When the members of the collective find themselves involved in procuring 
financial credit, an unavoidable differentiation arises among them. In Mexico, in 
order for a group of craftswomen to acquire credit, the group should be integrated 
within a government project. The regulations of these credit agencies establish the 
need for the existence of three positions within the organization: President, 
Treasurer, and Secretary. This implied the differentiation of the positions of the 
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women within the organization, and gave way to what is formally known to the 
outside as a productive self-reliant organization. 


A Woman Committed to her Culture of Origin 


It is not enough that outside agents imagine a priori the establishment of a produc- 
tive organization in an indigenous community for them to be able to provide this 
organization with hypothetical economic benefits. And the fact that the leader of 
the organization belongs to the community will not guarantee that it will func- 
tion properly either. One condition—among others—that might offer the possi- 
bility to create a productive organization capable of improving community living 
standards is the participation of a person with leadership qualities, whose personal 
trajectory and projections contribute to the organization’s development. 

The organization, as has been pointed out, finds in its leader, Elisa, a well- 
known and respected woman within her social environment. Elisa establishes the 
organization of women potters and textile producers in her community and, from 
the beginning to date, acts as its president. The positioning of Elisa as leader is 
linked to what she learned within her family nucleus. She is the daughter of a 
peasant who, accompanied by other indigenous people, negotiated the acquisition 
of fertilizers from government agencies. 

Her father’s leadership within the community is part of Elisa’s family legacy. At 
the same time, it seems that she is not subjected to the submissive character of 
women in her social milieu. She is 46 years old and single, and does not seem 
constrained by this situation. This has allowed her to move about socially and to 
make decisions that are closer to what masculine community positions might be, 
rather than to those of her own gender. Elisa assumes leadership among those 
who share her gender’s condition, without upsetting the inherent circumstances 
of the women she leads and organizes in their own economically productive 
activity. In addition she holds strong solidarity ties with her culture of origin. 

As Spanish is her second language, she experiences certain limitations for com- 
municating with others and defending herself as an indigenous P’urhépecha. At 
the same time, these difficulties coexist with the pride of being who she is, and 
the benefit of producing handcrafts different from those traditionally made in the 
community, which was a vision she had when she organized her playmates at the 
time when she was still a child. Elisa’s childhood experiences created for her a 
distinct position within her family. This, in turn, crystallized as leadership outside 
the family with demands that distinguish her from other women in her commu- 
nity who are either non-literate or underschooled. 


Surviving the Knowledge of “The Other” 


Elisa’s leadership, then, positions her as the intermediary between “the outside” 
and “the inside” of the organization and from that position she learns to 
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understand the knowledge of “the other.” In this way she comes to terms, in a 
gesture of recognition of her traditional knowledge, with the appreciation of tra- 
ditional productive and communal organizational practices (see Knijnik, this 
volume). 

We will now proceed to briefly analyze how the role of President compels Elisa 
to acquire new knowledge in order to carry out the duties of her position. Similarly, 
we examine how she comes to recognize that the knowledge of the others— 
Spanish language, accounting, reading, and writing—has social value. At the same 
time that she becomes aware of her limitations and her ability to access these types 
of knowledge, she finds specific ways to understand and deal with them. 

Elisa had her first trading experiences accompanying her grandmother 
throughout the rural settlements that were near her community. In her journeys 
outside the community, her grandmother was attacked verbally by Spanish- 
speaking neighbors for her deficiencies in her ability with the language, and from 
those experiences Elisa began to recognize the “limitations” of her mother tongue 
as a means of communication for interacting with “the outside.” 

For Elisa, learning Spanish was initially a tool for making herself understood 
and getting along with “the others” while selling pottery outside of her commu- 
nity. While other indigenous people have felt ashamed of their language, Elisa 
responds to and confronts aggressions with pride in being a P’urhépecha speaker. 
She realizes her identity in her language, and, moreover, she enriches her mother 
tongue by incorporating expressions used by other P’urhépecha-speaking 
communities. 

Apart from preserving her mother tongue, Elisa is interested in preserving the 
original manufacturing practices for pottery-making in her community (knead- 
ing the clay and manipulating it with bare hands until the piece attains the desired 
shape) despite the disadvantages of the physical damage caused by these methods, 
and also despite the fact that, more and more frequently, buyers give little value to 
“the way” clay pieces are made. They are reluctant to absorb the impact of the 
traditional way pottery is made on the price they pay for the clay pieces. 


Distribution of Opportunities 


Elisa is responsible for negotiating the spaces for the handcrafts’ sale at the fairs 
that take place in towns with bigger local and/or touristic affluence (Patzcuaro, 
Uruapan). Also, attending these fairs presupposes the organizing of the coopera- 
tive’s members for their participation in the contests organized in these spaces by 
the Casa de las Artesanias del Estado (the House of Handcrafts for the State of 
Michoacan). 

Winning a contest represents receiving significant cash income for all involved. 
By community agreement, part of the prize is awarded to the artisan and part is 
given to the rest of the participants in the contest. Also, the winning piece can 
then be sold for a larger amount at exhibitions of participating handcrafts. 
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In order to assure fairness, Elisa manages the sharing of opportunities within the 
contests: only one member of each family can participate. Within this criterion 
lies an anticipation of an egalitarian distribution of the economic benefit expected 
to be obtained when winning the contest. Elisa maintains this criterion independ- 
ently of family ties. This explains why her sister Romelia did not send a piece to 
the contest: It is better that they decide, either the son sends or... the mother sends. 

Elisa also negotiates the selling of textiles and pottery from the community to 
governmental agencies, such as the Casa de las Artesanias de Morelia, en el Estado 
de Michoacan (House of Handcrafts of Morelia, in the state of Michoacan). In these 
negotiations, the control of merchandise requires reading and calculations in order 
to regulate sales. Elisa relies on the knowledge of external agents (buyers add up bills 
and write receipts for her); however, this does not mean that she disregards her own 
ways of being in control: I also do the accounting ... at times I rely on my fingers. 

She knows that the one who sells earns more because with time she capitalizes 
on her experience in the selling process, but she also understands that for the 
crafttwomen who have not had this opportunity, this can raise doubts and con- 
cerns, such as suspecting that the middle salesperson “is earning more” because 
“she keeps part of the sale for herself that she does not report to the producer.” 

Elisa takes on the buying and selling of pottery recognizing that she has a 
better chance to make sales derived from her experience in interacting with “the 
outside.” This experience provides her with the capacity to identify the merchan- 
dise that is more saleable, to be innovative, to recognize and understand the sizes 
of pots more in demand, as well as to recognize the disadvantage of showing the 
price on the merchandise, because this hinders the bargaining process for the price 
of a product between the seller and the prospective buyer. 

The resale of pottery puts Elisa in an atypical situation: she is the one in charge 
of the sale independently of the fact that the pieces wanted by the buyer belong 
to other women that are at the stand. During the negotiating process there may 
occur some bargaining for the purchase of one or even several pieces; Elisa then 
asks for the owner’s or owners’ consent; then she works out the sale’s total; and, in 
order to avoid complicating the calculations afterwards, she immediately distrib- 
utes the corresponding amounts for the pieces sold amongst the craftswomen 
involved. 


Redefining the Functions of the Organization’s Representatives 


We have mentioned that the credit agencies demand that these types of organiza- 
tions appoint three representatives. In the present case these were President (Elisa), 
Treasurer (Mananei), and Secretary (a young student graduate from the secondary 
school in the community). 

The leader and the other two individuals, with whom she shares the organiza- 
tion’s responsibility, use organizational schemes that are foreign to them and 
imposed from outside. However, the tasks and competences of these representatives 
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have been adapted—by the President—to the practices, customs, and opportuni- 
ties that the social relations within the community can accept and recognize, 
the result being that they become different compared to the ones anticipated by 
“the outside.” 

The strong bonds of solidarity between Elisa and her people and the revalua- 
tion of her indigenous roots are ingredients for the shaping of a leader who is not 
ladino (of mixed race, Spanish speaking) and who is capable of exercising power 
based on fairness. This underlies her notion of leadership and has made it possible 
for the President of this organization to organize her community with a vision 
oriented towards improving the quality of life within it. She does this by means of 
introducing and adapting cultural assets from “the outside,” from a clear position 
of aspiring to preserve the cultural assets of the community. This is how Elisa 
makes decisions: based on the consensus of the members of her organization, she 
distributes the economic benefits of the commercialization from a perspective of 
equality of opportunities (she buys pottery from the artisans who cannot go out 
of the community to sell what they produce and takes charge of the sale of textiles 
without getting any profit for herself). She also distributes the opportunities 
to participate in handcrafts contests among the members of the organization, 
applying the same fairness criterion. 

For Elisa, President of the organization, holding this position has demanded 
that she interprets and uses symbolic systems: numbers, mathematical operations, 
the writing of Spanish, and, to a lesser extent, reading in this language. The organ- 
ization’s presidency placed in Elisa the need to comprehend and establish an 
interrelation with the resources that “the outside” has incorporated into commer- 
cial transactions; amongst them, asking for credits stands out. This involves some 
complex questions that will be described next. 

Collectively, the organization’s members decide how much of a loan they are 
going to ask for; anticipating their ability to pay it off on time based on a partici- 
pative distribution of the possible credit benefits. In other words, “every one has 
to get something—the same to all—interests included.” Government Agency 
credits are granted for buying raw materials; this is why the agencies want to see 
the invoices in order to justify allotting credit to the organization. And because 
the craftswomen’s participation in acquiring the credit is equal, consequently, so 
should the expenditures on raw materials be, but this doesn’t happen as directly as 
one may suppose. 

The buying is done collectively to bring down costs, and for every purchased 
raw material they get an invoice. Elisa is the one who requests and follows up on 
the invoices because she is the one who needs to present them to the agents who 
approve the credit. Once the credit has been granted, in order to maintain the 
organization’s trustworthiness with the credit institutions, one of the President’s 
tasks is that of collecting the money to pay the debt when the credit period ends. 

The role of Mananei, “the treasurer,” is that of a companion. Elisa recognizes 
this: ... all the time with her. She goes with me everywhere. Besides, she is in fact 
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someone who certifies the President’s word. This is not to say that her role is to 
supervise, but to respond to Elisa’s need to give transparency to the different 
events that need to be reported, since they happen outside the community and 
directly affect the organization’s members. 

Another one of Mananei’s roles is to assist the President by becoming 
“her memory.” She performs this task during the selling process by keeping mental 
records of what goes on during it. (...) when we sell something, Elisa points out, we 
go together. (...) [and I tell her:] look, we are selling this for so much. (...) She is aware 
that we are selling [a product] from a person, of how much it costs, how many blouses we 
are selling from a person. Then, when Elisa needs to hand over to the textile crafts- 
women the money from the sale of their merchandise, the Treasurer, with this 
memorized information, takes on the role of the one who corroborates the 
President’s accountability: So this is what she ..., only being present..., and she also sees 
in [her] memory and tells me: yes, we sold it in so much and you were going to subtract so 
much from her. And like that, yes, like that we deliver [the calculations]. 

Credit institutions do not foresee the need to help community organizations 
with the “paperwork” required to apply for credit. This is why Elisa defined the 
secretary's functions taking into consideration the calculation skills, as well as the 
reading and writing capacities, of the members of the organization. 


I also have one ... secretary and since she did complete secondary school 

. she maintained complete control. When I told her: make a note, they 
will give us a loan on such and such a date, and on such and such date we 
will pay and this will correspond to the interest. And she would take notes 
and it was all written down. 


In any commercial organization, numbers and calculations appear to be the 
mediators in the sales that are supported in the monetary system. In the next sec- 
tion, we will briefly emphasize the way in which numbers are used by these 
women, particularly by Elisa, in the arithmetical affairs that they will inevitably 
encounter. 


Numbers and Calculations 


In the situations that call for the use of mathematics within the organization, one 
can recognize the everyday knowledge about numbers and calculations that is 
realized there. Next, we will describe some of those social uses reconstructed 
through the ongoing support and participation of events in which there is the use 
of numbers and calculations linked to the production and commercialization 
achievements of this organization of handcraft producers. 

The traditional community numerical series was replaced with the numerical 
series in Spanish when the community’s business relations with the outside 
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expanded, or as an effect of the community disintegration (because of the migra- 
tory phenomenon). Elisa explains that: 


in our language [the numerical oral series] I did learn it from my granny. I 
only know until one hundred '' ... If you would ask a young boy, he 
would explain it to you in language, in Castilian [Spanish]. Here nobody 
knows how to count [in P’urhépecha] anymore. 


There are three stages in the trading operations carried out by the organization: 
pre-sale (credit negotiations and price setting); sale (the resale of pottery, the sale 
through intermediaries of textile products, bargaining and bartering); and post- 
sale (distribution of prizes and of the value of the sales of blouses and aprons). 

Here we only briefly analyze the ways in which Elisa, with her mathematical 
understanding, attempts to resolve these situations in accordance with her social 
criteria of transparency, fairness, and “giving to others” that rule her particular 
vision of the exercise of power derived from her position of leadership. 


Written Numerals (Indo-Arabic) 


Written numerals appear in pre-sale situations as well as at the time of sale. They 
serve as control mechanisms for loan payments’ due dates and the corresponding 
interest belonging to each of the organization’s members, when the President’s 
memory may not be sufficient to remember. At the same time, occasionally they 
serve as a resource to solve conflicts between what a craftswoman may suppose 
she owes, and what the President may say about what she really owes, even if the 
document which contains the data cannot be read by one of the parties. 

Written numerals are also a way to control the merchandise received and the 
sales performed. When Elisa receives merchandise, she asks the Secretary to make 
a written record, which is complemented by the use of tags that are attached to 
each item. The tags have the initials of each craftswoman’s name, along with the 
price of the product. When a textile product is sold, the President attaches the 
corresponding tag on to a piece of cardboard and in that way she can reconstruct 
what happened when she is back in the community. 


Addition 


Addition appears at the moment when product prices are fixed. These are linked 
to the task of assigning and setting a price to the value of the work invested in the 
manufacturing of the product. Prices are calculated according to what the crafts- 
women expect to earn by the day ... it’s about that more or less ... it’s enough, it’s not 
enough. The capitalist system has solved this problem in a less complex way because, 
among other considerations, labor costs are established by a third party. 
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The setting of prices is one of the most complex tasks. However, within the 
organization, solutions are found by utilizing a complex set of compensatory 
adjustments that involve the experience of possible sales of different handcrafted 
products, and the need to “standardize” the prices (in multiples of five) to dimin- 
ish the calculation requirements at the moment when the trading is taking 
place. 

The calculation of the total of each sale is done by the President because she is 
the one who speaks Spanish. Right after receiving the money (especially for the 
sale of the pottery), she makes its distribution in situ (among the saleswomen who 
are at the stand). That saves her the need to write a sales’ control record for 
distributing the money afterwards. 


Division 
The loan distribution is resolved “beforehand” because the craftswomen collec- 
tively decide this, based upon speculations regarding their ability to pay; and, after 


these considerations, they make adjustments in order for all of them to assume the 
same commitment and receive the same benefit. 


Subtraction 


Subtraction appears in bargaining situations and faces the President with the need 
to make decisions about possible discounts and, consequently, to make subtrac- 
tions, even though the possibility of losing control over the profit causes her 
concern. Elisa can only operate with the number five or with multiples of five; she 
recognizes this limitation and tries to control it with approximations that can be 
observed in some of the decisions that she makes in bargaining situations. For 
example, she does not lower the price of jars that cost $10 pesos, as she feels that 
she would lose too much (50 percent); however, if the customer buys four jars or 
more, she reduces $5 pesos from every jar of $20 (losing 25 percent); or she sells 
a jar of $100 for $60 (with a 40 percent discount) because the buyer is an indig- 
enous woman. If she sells jars of different prices to one buyer alone, the situation 
becomes quite complex, because she applies discounts of $5, $10, $15, etc. to each 
jar and not to the total of the sale. 

The resource that would guarantee control over the profit would be to apply 
a proportional discount to the cost of each piece, which would be equivalent to 
applying this discount to the total of the sale; however, Elisa does not possess this 
knowledge. The lack of knowledge about proportional correlations becomes the 
main limitation regarding the mathematical solutions observed in the organiza- 
tion’s trading transactions. Regardless of the fact that this skill is not available for 
the women to solve problems that occur within the organization—distribution 
of expenses, raw materials, prices—this is less serious than its absence in the 
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negotiations with “the outside.” In the internal exchanges, the resources for 
compensation and adjustments (alternatives to proportionality) are satisfactory 
because they respond with greater emphasis to the community social criteria, 
while in business relations with “the outside,” particularly in bargaining situa- 
tions—recurrent in these types of sales—the lacking of this skill, as has been 
explained, puts the craftswomen in a serious disadvantage. 


In Conclusion 


As we have observed, the incorporation of a collectively managed indigenous 
organization into a market sustained by the logic of accumulation and not by that 
of subsistence favors the emergence of conflicts and adjustments that are gradually 
regulated by solidarity ties sustained by the community practices forged through- 
out their social history. 

From the preceding analysis of the tasks and roles of the three representatives 
that constitute the organization’s leadership (President, Treasurer, Secretary), one 
can deduce that the President’s responsibility entails unequal demands. Among 
these, the most significant are: a great negotiation capacity; a greater command of 
Spanish language; a broad use of her recall capacity; a reasonable understanding of 
numeric calculations; and a great capacity to argue and to communicate within as 
well as outside of the community. 

This President exercises a type of leadership that manages the traditional 
knowledge and possibilities of the women who share with her the organization’s 
responsibility in the leadership positions. She also manages the traditional knowl- 
edge and possibilities of the members of the collective in accordance with her 
vision of the organization and its needs. This is how she defines the companion- 
ship task of Mananei as treasurer, and the record keeping she delegates to the 
Secretary in view of her higher level of education. This is also how she regulates 
equal participation in sales in relation to the craftswomen’ production capacities. 
In the same way, she also manages the benefits of participation in and the winning 
of “handcrafts” contests ahead of time, by “distributing” among the families of the 
organization’s members the opportunity to participate. 

We have endeavored to present a brief overview of the transformations of the 
social relations that take place within a group of craftswomen who decided to 
organize themselves for establishing commercial ties with an unfamiliar social 
environment that tends to impose on them trading methods that are quite differ- 
ent from their own. This is how the interpretations, adaptations, and adjustments 
that these P’urhépecha women have come to adopt are revealed, within the 
organization that unites them to interact with “the others” and “the outside.” 
At the same time, it becomes clear how the cultural distinctiveness of the com- 
munity serves as the support these women have for not surrendering themselves 
to the trading logics built from outside perspectives. 
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Notes 


NOTE: The authors of this chapter have used pseudonyms throughout to protect the 
identities. 


This chapter is based on a version presented at the annual meeting of the American 
Educational Researchers Association that took place from April 30 to May 4, 2010, 
Denver, Colorado, United States of America. Thematic group: Social Contexts of 
Education: Present Themes in Language, Written Culture and Mathematics in Latin 
America. Research from Mexico and Peru. 

For a review and discussion of these distinctions in the field of numeracy, see Baker, 
Street, and Tomlin (2003), and Fonseca (2009). Starting from the conceptualization 
of numeracy as social practice, these authors recover some analytical consequences 
of this perspective that are outlined in the field of literacy. They also delimit some 
key concepts in the field of numeracy (Baker et al., 2003; Street, Pahl, and Rowsell, 
2009): numeracy events and numeracy practices. This distinction between events and 
practices entails the inclusion of questions that exceed the mere observable behavior, 
such as the ones related to social relations of power. Consequently, in the contrast 
between school and everyday numeracy practices, one can find differences not only 
in the procedures, but in the unequal hierarchy of these practices, which result in the 
possibility of concealment of daily practices in the school domain. 

This neologism comes from an analogy with the “literacidad” [“literacy”] that has 
been introduced in the field of New Literacy Studies in Latin America, to “fill a 
semantic emptiness in Castilian [Spanish]” creating a term that differs from that of 
“alphabetization” [basic literacy] because “... it is usually restricted to learning that 
is technical and out of context within the educational domain. On the other hand, 
the word is linked to negative terms (such as illiterate and illiteracy) that are strongly 
loaded with an official ideology that associates them with the lack of ‘progress’ at the 
social level and with the lack of ‘intelligence’ at the cognitive level” (Zavala, Nino- 
Murcia, and Ames [2004], 10). 

The distinction between primary and secondary discourses made by Gee and reviewed 
by Kalman (2008) is very useful for this analysis, since “... the key point of secondary 
discourses is that, by definition, they involve the interaction with people that are 
out of our daily spheres of confidence, people with whom one cannot assume big 
quantities of shared knowledge and experience, or who involve ‘formal’ interactions; 
that is, people who hold an identity that transcends the family or the primary group of 
socialization” (Gee [1996], 143; mentioned by Kalman [2008],126). 

It is necessary to call attention to the fact that we adhere to a conception of a non- 
essentialist identity. Therefore, the features reconstructed here must be “read” within 
the framework of the circumstances analyzed, simultaneously admitting the possibility 
of performing multiple identities in other circumstances (Nino-Murcia and Rothman 
[2008]. Quoted by Zavala [2009], 355). 

The comal is an almost flat utensil of concave shape that is used for making corn 
tortillas. It is widely used throughout the rural zones of Mexico. They are also made of 
tin (metal) and these are also used for frying. 

The mandil (apron) is a piece of clothing that is worn on top of the skirt (or of the 
dress); in this case it is decorative but its purpose is usually to prevent the skirt from 
getting dirty. 

For the purposes of this document, the terms “external resale” and “external resellers” 
are used to designate the action of reselling and the individuals who are foreign to the 
organization and who buy the handcrafts for a very low price to sell them outside the 
community ... 

In 2005 prices (equivalent to U.S. $200). 

This was observed at the Patzcuaro Fair on the Day of the Dead. This festivity attracts 
national and international tourism. The “lack of originality” of the blouses is explained 


Survival of Original Knowledge 123 


by external social agents, who proposed venturing into this market; that is why 
there is no established tradition that would make them particularly attractive in the 
marketplace. 

11 “The first number is called ‘ma,’ ‘tsiman’ (two), ‘tanim’ (three), ‘t’am’ (four), ‘ium’ (five), 
‘kuimo’ (six), ‘kuimo ma’ (seven), ‘ium tanim’ (eight), ‘ium t’am’ (nine), ‘témbin’ (ten), 
‘témbin ma’ (eleven), ‘témbin tsiman’ (twelve), ‘témbin tanim’ (thirteen), ‘témbin t’am’ 
(fourteen), ‘témbin ium’ (fifteen). And this way ... in fifteen and already first with that 
already and then the other ... Uhm ... hundred is ... this .... ‘ma irépit.’” 
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WHEN LITERACY BRINGS TOO 
MANY RISKS: A SUCCESSFUL 
LESSON IN FAILURE 


Shirley Brice Heath and Daniel Sobol 


Literacy Programs and Social Mobility 


Since the beginning of literacy programs designed to spread reading and writing 
beyond a small elite group, the matter of “benefits” that come with literacy has 
rarely been seriously questioned. Initially linked in Latin American nations with 
religious goals of friars and missionaries, reading and writing grew to be associ- 
ated with social privilege and a rise in social status. Tightly associated with the 
dominant language of each nation, the written word in that language promised to 
open doors for work opportunities, land ownership, political power, and marriage 
possibilities. However, these openings have seldom materialized for the millions 
living in poverty with little chance of advanced schooling or social mobility in the 
legitimate economy. As researchers around the world have shown in their long- 
term statistical studies of literacy rates in correlation with growth in capital and 
opportunity, strong intervening political and social factors easily derail individuals 
who hope to move up the social class ladder. Some of these factors relate to lan- 
guage competencies; others have strong ties to regional and racial barriers. In the 
contemporary world, the hopes of the young are derailed when their formal 
schooling inadequately erases markers of class origin that will not move easily into 
the kinds of employment (generally in urban centers) that appeal to young people 
today. In this chapter we provide an example of such a case in which a community 
gardening and literacy development project in the Dominican Republic seemed 
to offer the opportunity for social mobility, but which in the end was overtaken 
by the kinds of social capital constrictions we have indicated here (and that are 
described in many of the other chapters in this book). 
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A Community Gardening and Literacy Development 
Project in the Dominican Republic 


We could barely contain our excitement. In the summer of 2009, after months of 
planning and preparation, our project in community gardening and literacy devel- 
opment was ready, and our team of five young men was heading to the Dominican 
Republic (hereafter D.R.). As is the case with many recent college graduates who 
come from privileged backgrounds, these young men wanted to apply their edu- 
cation to benefit others. In the D.R., they would implement a pilot program to 
benefit the education and career chances of adolescents from working-poor fam- 
ilies in an urban center. They would collect a treasure trove of data from a project 
we felt sure would prove to be meaningful, sustainable, and lasting in its impact on 
the D.R. teenagers. 

We (Heath and Sobol) had written the design experiment in community 
gardening and literacy (Shavelson, Phillips, Towne, and Feuer, 2003). We had run 
training workshops with the four young men (P, N, Z, and A) who were to work 
with Sobol on the ground in the D.R. We had carefully planned the collection 
of data on the learning achieved by adolescents in the program. We had wrestled 
the learning sciences theories behind the project into practices that we believed 
would appeal to teenagers. Sobol had spent time over several years in the D.R. 
city in which we were launching the project, and authorities of the school these 
adolescents attended had helped Sobol craft the program to be of value to the 
school as a whole. We had studied the trappings, obstacles, and failures of develop- 
ment work focused on education in Third World countries. In designing our project, 
we had sought to minimize our ethnocentrism and top-down assumptions. 

Drawing heavily on research in science education that emphasized the positive 
value of drawing and botanical illustration for students’ engagement with science, 
the project centered on working with a group of teenagers from our partner 
school in the D.R., and creating with them a community vegetable garden within 
the school grounds. In association with the physical work of the garden, done in 
the cool morning hours, the students would spend the hottest part of the day 
learning botanical illustration and photography. Students were to learn to look 
closely at botanical illustrations of plants and insects from other parts of the world 
to help them think about details of the local plants they knew in order to illustrate 
these in the printed manual documenting the science of the garden for use by 
younger students. They could also use these noonday hours to learn film anima- 
tion and storyboarding to create a short animated film about the development of 
the school’s garden they were spearheading. 

Students would be asked to think of a form in which they would present what 
they were learning. Suggestions we offered ranged from a book of photographs to 
a website to a short video directed by N, a graduate student in art and design, and 
A, a college graduate experienced in youth education. P and Z, specialists in hor- 
ticulture, led the physical work needed to build and maintain the garden, and 
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spearheaded the scientific learning sessions on biodiversity, plant sciences, and 
basic environmental science. Sobol coordinated the project on site to ensure 
coherence of skills, activities, and interests most likely to draw the students into 
ownership in a project that offered the teenagers opportunities to learn the 
following: 


Web design 

Photography and video production 

Botanical illustration 

Outdoor activities with peers within the safety of the school grounds 


ak WON Fe 


Production of food for the school cafeteria where their younger siblings ate 
each day 

6) Design of the garden, its fencing, gate, and composting area 

7) Recognition of their new roles of responsibility by school administrators, 
teachers, and guests 

8) Travel to other sites in the city where gardening projects were underway 
through state and regional agricultural programs 


9) Creation of a collaborative project of their choosing to reflect the garden 
project 

10) Opportunities to work as science aides in classrooms of primary-level 

students. 


During his visits to the school before the project’s initiation, Sobol had learned 
that the school currently offered students none of these possibilities. 

In the city of our project’s location and in many other cities of the D.R., 
adolescents of working-poor D.R. families attend school only half a day, because 
of the limited space and staffing for the upper grades. We held the premise that if 
older students could be of use within the school during the half day when they 
were usually sent home, they could practice their literacy skills with younger 
children by drawing, reading, and helping teach them about environmental sci- 
ences. The working—learning linkage of older students with younger learners 
would help build a sense of community within the school and help young chil- 
dren feel a sense of ownership in the garden and cafeteria. They would be able to 
see their classroom learning all around them. The garden was to be a learning 
laboratory for younger and older students and their teachers, parents, and guests. 

The overarching content focus of the project centered in the literacies, alpha- 
betic and mathematical, associated with environmental sciences, agriculture, and 
enterprise development. Academic benefits would come with the intensive prac- 
tice students would gain in sustaining visual attentiveness to illustrations and 
design, increasing vocabulary and reading abilities, and experiencing ways that 
learning in school translated to economic opportunities and local prestige. 
In addition, they would be immersed in meaningful roles of leadership and exper- 
tise that could enhance their future learning opportunities. New vocabulary 
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would come in meaningful contexts and genres of speaking and writing not gen- 
erally asked of the students in their classes during the year. Visitors to the garden 
would come from local governments, families that supported the school through 
philanthropy, and local business leaders eager to improve work opportunities for 
students within the school. When these visitors came to the garden, the students 
would be the spokespersons who explained the garden’s purpose, design, plan- 
ning, and eventual expansion. The students would have to answer technical ques- 
tions and explain the relationship of the garden to the school’s cafeteria and 
primary-level classes. Real audiences beyond school personnel would give mean- 
ing to the students’ work as would the school’s willingness for them to work with 
younger students in science projects related to the garden. We hoped that the roles 
taken on by the teenagers throughout the project would encourage them to 
become more accountable within their own school and community and more apt 
to be proactive in preparing to help the economic situations of their families and 
to advance their own prospects for career development in landscape design and 
agriculture. 

Within modern Western history, literacy has been viewed as a set of skills and 
values essential to move along pathways to employment, creative industries, entre- 
preneurial enterprise, and property ownership. Our project’s ideology reflected 
this set of expectations. Thus we saw the garden development, botanical illustra- 
tion and photography, and school involvement for the adolescents as solid prepa- 
ration for their possible futures. Our imagined futures for the adolescents saw 
them learning landscape design, advocating for community gardens available to 
the working poor, and using their skills and understanding of expenditures and 
income plus their reading and writing skills to build careers for themselves. At the 
school, the young people were to be fully involved in the financial planning and 
maintenance of the garden on a day-to-day basis. 


Theories of Science Learning 


This summer’s pilot project was the beginning of what we expected to be a three- 
year full-scale development project to test in out-of-school informal environ- 
ment, three theories of science learning previously assessed only in formal 
instructional or experimental settings. We devised for the D.R. adolescents a com- 
plex plan that integrated physical activity, visualization in creative learning, and 
science- and finance-centered communication with young learners in their school 
and outside experts. We saw the proposed design experiment as having strong 
potential for replication in urban communities of immigrant teens in the U.S. and 
in appropriate areas of Latin America. Three theories of learning were behind the 
design of the project. 

The first theory argues that drawing and creating visuospatial representations 
advance learners’ perception of details vital to seeing principles of science at 
work. The second focuses on the effectiveness of iconic gestures and enacted/ 
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demonstrated roles in the learning of symbol structures that support logical—lin- 
guistic and numerical learning. The third argues the importance of identity align- 
ment for motivating young people to imagine themselves as having a future that 
will be possible only with literacy. Applied within our project, this theory brought 
science and the basics of accounting together to enhance the career and life man- 
agement possibilities of young people for whom the economic realities of their 
families generally precluded either science or basic financial planning. Our 
hypothesis in the pilot and looking ahead to the three-year design experiment 
was that these theories put into practice in informal environments would improve 
not only representational abilities but also conceptual depth and fluency in the 
genres and styles of talk expected of career-seeking young people. In particular, 
we were eager to enable the youth to see inside careers related to agricultural sci- 
ence and to understand the role of their own hard work and commitment as well 
as their ability to plan strategically and responsibly use both their time and 
money. 

In the research we carried out during the pilot, we collected data on the teen- 
agers’ visual acuity for detecting the details within botanical illustrations, their 
own photographs of local flora and fauna, and written and illustrated information 
related to plants they selected for the school garden. We tracked their oral linguis- 
tic fluency and reading competency with materials related to the basics of com- 
munity garden development and financial planning of an entrepreneurial project. 
Finally, we documented evidence of their conceptual grasp of core principles of 
science related to soil, composting, and plant development, as well as their ability 
to use their reading, writing, and accounting skills to record the garden’s 
progress. 

We collected baseline data on perception and representation of details in 
botanical illustrations in the early weeks of the project and at the end. Sobol and 
the team members (N, Z, P, and A) planned conversational prompts to elicit teens’ 
envisioned scenarios of what the school garden could be. These audio recorded 
data enabled us to analyze teens’ use of vocabulary and syntactic forms indicating 
sequence, cause and effect, and hypotheticals. We used a similar conversational 
prop at intervals to elicit any changes in the ways that teens expressed ideas about 
their possible futures. Throughout the project, we were focused on whether or not 
their participation in the project would lead them to think of themselves in new 
roles, such as agriculturalists, horticulturalists, visual artists, environmental advo- 
cates, entrepreneurs, educators, and family members aware of the importance of 
skills surrounding responsibility in keeping financial records and other written 
accounts vital to these roles. 

Researchers in science education, as well as neuro and cognitive science, show 
the benefits of engaging young science learners in visual and spatial modes. 
Scholars have shown the development of creativity, memory, and linguistic 
fluency in scientific language that come with moves away from textbook and 
recitation learning (Ramadas, 2009). Visual thinking, mental modeling, and 
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envisionment of act and consequence in future scenarios work in coordination 
with linguistic forms of reasoning (Roskos-Ewoldsen, Intons-Peterson, and 
Anderson, 1993; Suwa and Tversky, 1997). The high overlap in neural networks 
between visual perception of details and imagery suggests modal overlapping. 
Visuospatial thinking works as a mnemonic for verbal material and an aid to rea- 
soning with mental models (Anderson, 1998; Schnotz, 2002). 

In comparative experiments, imagery appears repeatedly to take precedence 
over language in developmental learning with regard to both maturational age 
and levels of conceptual difficulty of science information (Newcombe and 
Learmonth, 2005). Particular kinds of external representation (e.g. drawing vs. 
computer animation) facilitate conceptual change and skill gains better than 
others. Once visually perceived, details (whether of natural science scenes or dia- 
grams, charts, illustrations, etc.) tend to transform as depictive and abstracted in 
working and long-term memory. However, the reverse is not necessarily the case: 
only in cases of direct training will purely verbal information call upon other 
representational modes or mental imagery and their correlated depictive and 
abstracting symbolic notations (Ramachandran and Hubbard, 2001). The sense of 
touch or haptic feedback gained through direct use of the hand appears to enhance 
the act of mentally visualizing (Reiner, 2008). Moreover, the hand as heuristic has 
long been attested (Wilson, 1998). Mental imagery helps discovery, creativity, and 
understanding in science learning (Ramadas, 2009; Stafford, 2007). The more 
directly the hand is involved—sketching, drawing, shaping—the more effectively 
mental imagery helps the learner to see ahead to envision future hypothetical 
scenarios, thinking through what could be and restructuring as needed. Sketching 
gives learners “perceptual interface” through which to discover underlying non- 
visual functional relations (Suwa and Tversky, 1997). 

Young learners who engage with visuospatial and enacted representation 
undergo conceptual change that relies on coordination class (Di Sessa and Sherin, 
1998). This view includes intuitive understanding and locally grounded experi- 
ence as the productive foundation from which the learner integrates systematic 
and interlaced knowledge (Saxe, 1991; Sfard, 2008). The “funds of knowledge” of 
learners remain to be reorganized (instead of replaced) and amplified, modified, 
and theorized as learning advances (Gonzales, Moll, and Amanti, 2005; Vygotsky, 
1978). To ensure identity alignment, young learners have to see something of 
themselves and their current interests in the modes, spaces, and models through 
which they learn science and mathematics (Greer, Mukhopadhyay, Powell, and 
Nelson-Barber, 2009; see also Gnijnik, this volume. For more on theories of learn- 
ing behind the project, see Heath, 2011). 


Failure Portended 


In spite of all our theories, plans, and good intentions, the pilot project failed—at 
least in its long-term success, sustainability, and impact on learning. It failed in 
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large part because of local cultural values surrounding class, color, and manual 
labor, as well as differences between assumptions about the benefits of young 
people taking on individualized responsibility in their education and career devel- 
opment in a nation uneven in its political operations as a democracy. We failed to 
include in our plans the barriers that projects based on values behind the “American 
Dream” face in a nation with the history—economic and political—of the D.R. 
We had also failed to anticipate the resistance within certain socio economic 
niches to the kind of garden and landscape design project we envisioned. A 
strong stigma is attached to the dirty, back-breaking work of planting, weeding, 
and harvesting monocrops such as sugar cane or pineapples. This work, in the 
view of the D.R. working poor, is what Haitians do. In the D.R., Haitians who 
have come across the border seeking work are hired to harvest sugar cane and 
other monocrops. Dominicans seek indoor work, such as jobs in hotels, factories, 
or small businesses in town. Many work for companies that serve the robust tour- 
ist industry of the D.R., as was the case in the city of our study, which is located 
near a major resort hub in the D.R. 

The teenagers of the D.R. worry about the same issues of appearances as do 
their peers, who see the idealization of light skin on television and in films. In the 
D.R., distinctions among shades of skin color associate closely with agricultural 
work or other labor that requires working outside in the sun. In Dominican cul- 
ture, light skin is often associated with beauty and, in many cases, wealth, so young 
Dominicans—particularly girls—try to stay out of the sun. Membership in the 
class structure of the D.R. tends to correlate with signs of “whiteness” and dis- 
tance from forms of labor that expose the body to sun or hint association with 
cultivation of food, either in family gardens or in monocrop production. Many 
Dominicans at the upper levels of society not only reflect the greatest number of 
“white” features, but they also live and work at the farthest distance from manual 
labor and other conditions that could put these features at risk. 

Those middle-class Dominicans outside membership among the wealthy 
include office workers, lower-level managers in multinational enterprises, includ- 
ing those in the tourist industry, and professional service workers, as well as small 
business owners and employees. These middle-class D.R. families provide their 
children primary and secondary schooling and some further education. Most own 
their own homes and cars. The Dominicans just below these middle-class families 
live in small homes away from the commercial center of the city or the residential 
areas of the wealthy. 

The families of the young people for whom we had planned the project came 
from working-poor families, those Dominicans at the bottom of the social class 
ladder. Their homes are crowded, have sporadic electricity, and rarely have flush- 
ing toilets. Without ownership of their own cars, they rely on public transport to 
get to work and school, and their children have little access to medical or dental 
care or schooling beyond the elementary grades. The schools available to them are 
crowded and lack resources, including qualified teachers. 
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With keen awareness of the rules and norms of their social stratification, 
Dominicans of the working poor take great pains to distinguish themselves in 
every possible way from the very poorest residents of the D.R.—the Haitian 
immigrants. Though some Haitians have been living in the D.R. for several gen- 
erations and have achieved some markers of middle-class status, their skin color, 
speech patterns and dialect, and “natural” association with their fellow Haitians at 
the bottom of the social rankings hold back their movement into leadership posi- 
tions, citizenship, or social acceptance in the wider society. Most Haitians work in 
the fields and live in hovels that lie along the irrigation ditches of the fields. 
Schooling and medical care are almost entirely outside their reach. Charity work 
with Haitian children and their families, when it reaches the very poorest, often 
comes from short-term efforts of Christian groups from the United States. 
Handouts of clothing, food, medical care, and minimalist household goods mark 
the primary efforts of these groups, whose leaders may wish to do more to improve 
educational opportunities, but, when they try, barriers of the strict social hierar- 
chy prove insurmountable. 

Often with the support of multinational corporate philanthropy, local churches, 
and governmental funds, wealthy Dominicans have taken up the challenge of 
improving medical, dental, and educational opportunities for those Dominicans 
at the lower end of the social spectrum. Doing so requires not only a school but 
also medical facilities that intervene with children as early as possible—during the 
mother’s pregnancy and throughout the elementary years. The school that was the 
site of our project was one of the few such facilities in the D.R., and the director 
of the school was carrying forward a vision that originated with wealthy families 
of her neighborhood in the 1970s. The school offered medical and dental care, 
daycare, pre-school, and, elementary classes for as many children as possible. 
Students were selected through lottery as well as family continuation. Workers in 
the school’s cafeteria, as well as the janitorial and building maintenance staff, were 
parents of the children, and, to the extent possible, aides and technicians in the 
medical facilities and classrooms were also family members of the children of the 
school. 


Social Capital 


The school’s social capital gave the project connections to governmental officials 
who agreed to supply seeds, visit the garden at its most flourishing state, and pro- 
mote the school’s garden project in the local paper. Benefactors and leaders of the 
school provided access to agricultural experts who agreed to help secure larger 
plots of land when the project was ready to expand. A local landscape designer and 
horticulturalist worked with the students and provided close professional contact 
for the young artists and gardeners. The social capital promise of the project was 
extended when a local businessman arranged scholarships for any graduate who 
decided to pursue higher education in agriculture management. Wealthy families 
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who visited the project offered to provide apprenticeships with their regular land- 
scapers and further work opportunities for those students who went on to set up 
their own landscape design enterprises. 

At the conclusion of the summer’s pilot, we had all felt success. Our early 
research indicated that during the pilot the students involved in the project had 
heightened their visual acuity, interest in agriculture, and sense of ownership over 
the garden. The teenagers had taken on several high-risk high-reward roles, and 
appeared confident and committed to the challenge of taking on significant 
responsibility. They showed great pride in the written manual they had created 
with illustrations from their own photographs and sketches. They were especially 
proud of the short documentary videos they had learned to make over the 
summer. On the last day of the project for this first summer, the students threw an 
“opening party” to show off the garden to their parents, teachers, and donors who 
supported the school. They spoke with confidence and enthusiasm about what 
they had learned and how much they felt they had grown in their sense of them- 
selves and what they could do. 

The research team left the D.R. with a sense of confidence that they had suc- 
ceeded in working with the students to build their knowledge and skills in envi- 
ronmental science, selected art forms from photography to written expository 
prose, and public speaking. They seemed to have some sense of future career pos- 
sibilities related to their development of the garden. They said “goodbye” to the 
team, knowing that Sobol would return within the next few months to visit them 
and the garden. Throughout the next year, Sobol returned several times and 
worked also with other college students from the U.S. who were volunteering in 
the school, some of whom agreed to help continue the work of the garden 
project during their stay in the D.R. In spite of this infusion of voluntary help by 
young people from the U.S., one of whom was originally from the D.R., the 
original vision, scheme, and energy of the project, as well as its ambitious set of 
goals, could not be revitalized. Each of Sobol’s visits over that next year gave 
deepening evidence that the summer project shared some notable characteristics 
of a summer romance—brilliant while it lasts, but short-lived after the color, 
sights, and sounds of the summer fade away. 

A year later, we had to agree the project had failed in creating any long-term 
impact on student learning or sense of commitment to either the school garden 
or the work and study necessary to take up any of the further educational 
opportunities that benefactors of the school had offered. The garden was still up 
and running, and its harvested vegetables were being used by the cafeteria, but 
the students were not among those who worked in the garden and watched 
over its cycles of abundance. The school’s maintenance staff had had to absorb 
within their jobs responsibility for the garden and distribution of its produce. 
Almost as soon as Sobol, N, Z, P, and A left the D.R. after the summer, 
the original students lost interest and returned to their other extracurricular 
activities—baseball, basketball, and volleyball for some. Others went back to 
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spending their half-days out of school helping with household work and child- 


care for their families. 


What Happened? 


The same factors outlined at the outset of this chapter regarding the dominance 
of class and social capital over literacy learning accounted to some degree for the 
failure of our project. However, in the end, for the young people the fundamen- 
tal design of the project—based as it was in cultivating land for food, working 
outdoors (even in the cool hours of the day), and preparing to develop enter- 
prises related to agriculture and landscaping—killed any prospects for continua- 
tion. Cultural values clashed resoundingly. Young men from the U.S. eager to 
advance sustainable community gardening, supplement D.R. teens’ limited sec- 
ondary education, and help students develop skills that would support a future 
with substantial job opportunities outside the tourist industry—all while putting 
solid learning theory to work—could not overcome cultural and political differ- 
ences. Literacy learning, as a component of the project, could not in itself counter 
these factors. 

Reading, writing, and financial accounting skills may enhance cultural capital, 
but these skills cannot in and of themselves provide sufficient social capital to 
overcome long-standing divisions based on attitudes toward ethnic or regional 
origin, skin color, and occupational niches of parents and prior generations. 
Structuring of symbol systems, such as alphabets, numeral systems, and the peri- 
odic table in chemistry, will not provide sufficient symbolic capital to overcome 
societal forces that block social mobility (Albright and Luke, 2008; Grenfell et al., 
forthcoming). 

It is critical to note, however, that realities holding back the value of literacy 
acquisition for overcoming social and political forces do not spring only from 
groups divided by long-standing racial, class, and regional barriers operating at the 
community level in developing nations, such as the D.R. Restraining forces extend 
far beyond the local level to the heart of multinational corporations and their 
responsiveness to market forces. Market forces as well as shareholder demands for 
greater profit margins shape the current structural system surrounding wage earn- 
ing for workers hired in extraction industries or agribusiness. Corporate forces are 
especially powerful in nations whose economy does not provide either sufficient 
education or manufacturing to support extensive employment beyond that of 
manual labor vital to extraction of natural resources and agribusinesses. 
Multinational farms and plantations dedicated to local crops such as rubber and 
sugar operate at the mercy of world markets where demand for these commodi- 
ties is never stable. Synthetic alternatives may be developed at any time, either 
wiping out demand entirely or drastically reducing the price for the commodity 
on the world market. Such was the case with Latin America’s rubber plantations 
by the middle of the 20th century when automobile tire production no longer 
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relied on rubber trees. Introduction of aspartame, saccharin, and sucralose 
drastically reduced demand for sugar in modern economies. 

Both international and local forces explain the low expectations for individual 
change of class status workers dependent on multinational corporations and 
tourism for employment hold. The most reliable aspects of their daily lives lie in 
the social relations and habituated patterns of their daily lives. To push beyond 
these is to undertake risk and to commit to a sense of personal agency as well as 
unfamiliar cognitive and linguistic demands. To learn to read, write, and calculate 
requires dedication and sustained cognitive and linguistic work that has little 
exchange value that the working poor can see. Instead, these individuals look to 
what they can see. In the case of the youth in the program we piloted, they saw 
their school and the services and benefits provided to the children and their 
families as requiring relatively little of the youth compared to the many demands 
the project was making on them. There they had to do manual labor, master and 
manage unfamiliar symbolic systems, and represent themselves to the outside 
world as having a future career beyond the school. The stretch was too much for 
the imagination to hang on to beyond the fun and novelty of a summer adventure 
with cool gringos from the North. 

Lessons from the project are numerous. The teenagers involved did indeed 
show progress in discerning visual details, refining their drawings, gaining fluency 
in genres of explanation and demonstration, and becoming familiar with a host of 
new vocabulary items. Yet these gains had no possibility of continuation, for, when 
the school year started, the students became busy with their half-day classes that 
stressed rote recitation. Without the structure and programing facilitated by the 
project team, none of the students stepped up to continue playing the roles they 
had assumed during the summer—from project photographer to architectural 
designer of the garden gate. They did not see themselves as needing to remain 
committed beyond their diversionary involvement in the summer. 

One additional factor contributed to the failure of our project. The teenagers 
we worked with are the chosen few of the working-poor, for they and their 
families have an unwritten promise of life-long connection to the school. 
The “natural” continuation of this privilege has come to be expected and accepted 
by them. One or more members of their families worked in the school, which 
meant that they had been accepted into the school through family ties. Many of 
the adolescents had younger and older siblings in the school. The encircling 
embrace of the school for families fortunate enough to be chosen extended from 
birth through secondary school and beyond. Jobs within the school were expected 
by those who had come through the school and whose family members had been 
long-term employees. In addition, the wealthy families who supported the school 
had a strong history of bringing “extra” material benefits to the school through 
volunteers from the U.S. The teenagers knew their future opportunities were 
in the good hands of the school’s leaders and benefactors, and they were quite 
satisfied. They had to do little but be there and wait for the goodness of their 
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benefactors to ensure their future. Developing an incentive to look for work 
beyond what was given could seem disrespectful as well as unnecessary. (Similar 
aspects of problems surrounding “giving to the poor” who see themselves as priv- 
ileged enough has become a growing realization among social scientists and 
NGOs (non government organizations) around the world [cf. Dahl, 2009].) 

Literacies, whether alphabetic or financial, gain and hold value only when they 
have an exchange value—what Bourdieu and others refer to as “symbolic capital” 
(Grenfell et al., forthcoming). Those who acquire literacies have talents and skills 
to give for which others exchange goods, services, jobs, and other forms of remu- 
neration. For the D.R. teenagers, working for higher gains in reading, writing, 
and representing horticulture, gardening, landscape design, and small business 
accounting held no such exchange value; they did not have “symbolic capital,” 
even though the outsiders helping them saw what they were learning as forms of 
“cultural capital.” What they were given within their school would be enough for 
them to continue to have a place within the safety of their locale’s encompassing 
environment. 

Anthropologists since Margaret Mead have cautioned do-gooders, outsiders, 
and, most particularly, U.S. educators against assuming that what they value is 
wanted, needed, or will be accepted by others. From medical care to literacy to 
“improved” farming practices, Latin Americans have turned aside in order to 
maintain values close to them and their local situation. Every instance will vary 
slightly in circumstances and give different reasons for doing so. Yet certain gener- 
alizations are highly likely to hold regarding the risks of literacy in those situations 
where employment means crossing socio-economic class barriers supported by 
strong judgments about skin color, language, and types of occupation. 

In the case of our project, we lacked sufficient cultural knowledge about local 
situations beyond the school to understand that raising food in gardens would not 
resonate with the students. They were unlikely to want to do such work as a career 
or to take part in the community gardens being promoted in some areas of the 
city. When the adolescents, the first secondary-level students the school had taken 
in, were asked about any dreams they had for the future, they named professions 
such as architecture that they thought would pay lucrative salaries. Social class and 
academic realities, however, would preclude such a career for any of these stu- 
dents. Not only did they lack sufficient math and science skills to pursue such a 
career, but they also lacked access to the “inner circle” of the wealthy elites who 
hired architects. Thinking of future careers meant for these students “moving up” 
in society, but they had little idea of what the paths to professional careers entailed 
and how social class arrangements surrounding higher education and enlistment 
of wealthy clients worked. As noted above, a patron of the school had arranged full 
scholarships for students to attend an agricultural management university upon 
graduation. According to the patron, pursuing a business in agriculture in the 
D.R. was a path that could yield substantial financial success for these students. He 
wanted therefore to ensure that those who dedicated themselves in the garden 
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project had scholarships for going forward. But agriculture held no interest as a 
career for these students; that was an occupation meant for classes below them on 
the social ladder. Thus while agriculture might, in fact, have been a way they could 
advance themselves economically and break the cycle of poverty in which they 
grew up, they could not connect with images of themselves within agriculture. 
Instead, they held vague dreams of entering professions that would remain unat- 
tainable for them. 

The problem in the case of our failed project was that the dream narrative of 
the professionals who founded and managed the school and those of us who 
planned and implemented the pilot program was not a narrative the young people 
could recognize. A central tenet guiding our project was to inspire and enable the 
students to become responsible change agents in their own lives and in their com- 
munities. Yet we were blindsided by the socio-political and cultural barriers that 
would prevent the teenagers from seeing any rationale for doing so. We could 
equip the students with certain skills, but the obstacles to real social mobility were 
far more powerful than ones we could overcome. The one feasible route the stu- 
dents could take to lift themselves out of their dependency on the school as their 
patron for life was that of learning the literacies that would enable them to pursue 
a degree in agricultural management. Yet the stigma associated with this choice of 
a future, compounded with the students’ embedded notions of dream professions, 
overpowered choices that seemed eminently rational and sensible to us. 

Reading and writing, handling financial planning and accounting, sustaining 
project work, and implementing ideas and dreams into action had little place 
within the guiding ideology of students and their families. Nor were competen- 
cies in multimodal literacies suitable for the working-poor of a nation firmly 
grounded in an economic and political history that prevailed to make unlikely the 
democratic political environment critical to redistribution of educational and 
socio-economic opportunities. Literacy theorists and practitioners have, for 
generations in all parts of the world, resisted the need to take into account practi- 
cal means of managing ways to enable the poor to be able to count on literacy as 
having an exchange value sufficient to support social mobility. In countries where 
making any significant upward move in social class in the legitimate economy 
faces so many political obstacles, can literacy educators comprehend the risks 
young people must take if they learn to value, produce, and understand the 
symbolic structures that characterize multimodal literacies? Our research team 
learned through the harsh reality of the failure of our work that if we could not 
face this question, success by our definition would elude us as well as the young 
D.R. students around which the goals of our project were built. 
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THE BRAZILIAN LANDLESS 
MOVEMENT AND A MATHEMATICS 
EDUCATION RESEARCH PROGRAM! 


Gelsa Knijnik 


Introduction 


This chapter analyzes a Mathematics Education Research Program developed 
with the Brazilian Landless Movement in the south of this Latin American coun- 
try in the last 20 years. Even though the research program is focused on the study 
of different fields of mathematics (one of them being school mathematics) and the 
analysis of school mathematical discourse, this program can be considered as part 
of Latin American Literacy Studies. In fact, we are taking as the theoretical 
framework an ethnomathematics perspective, which is based on a social-cultural 
approach that understands the learning of mathematics as acquiring and using math- 
ematical languages (in plural, as we will discuss below), more precisely, networks of 
mathematical language games, in Wittgenstein’s terms. This implies considering 
that each network is composed of socio-cultural practices, which lead us to situate 
the Mathematics Education Research Program in the field of Literacy Studies. 
The Research Program is part of a worldwide theoretical approach started in 
the 1970s, which highlighted the cultural dimensions of mathematics education. 
During that time the mainstream field of mathematics education was impacted by 
a new perspective. Different socio-political processes (struggles for democracy in 
countries like Brazil and struggles for independence in colonial countries like 
Mozambique) were seen to establish the conditions of possibility (Foucault, 2002) for 
the emergence of this cultural approach in mathematics education. The new world 
socio-political configuration shaped the need to diminish the high rates of 
illiteracy and the large number of children of those countries who failed in 
mathematics at school. In Brazil, the work of Freire (2006) in what is called, in 
Latin America, Educagao Popular or Educacién Popular, the studies developed 
by Nunes, Schliemman, and Carraher (1993), and the ethnomathematics field 
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established by D’Ambrosio (2006) are examples of social-cultural perspectives in 
mathematics education which emerged during that period.” 

In the last decades, studies based on the theoretical framework of ethnomath- 
ematics have been developed at research centers in Latin America, North 
America, Asia, and Africa (Barton, 2004; Duarte, 2009; Gerdes, 2010; Giongo, 
2008; Hirsch-Dubin, 2009; Knijnik, 2006, 2007; Moreira, 2006; Powell and 
Frankenstein, 1997; and Wanderer, 2007. The notion of culture is at the kernel of 
these studies whose main goal is to identify and analyze non-mainstream Western 
cultures, highlighting their mathematical ideas. Using Wittgenstein’s later work, it 
can be said that their main goal is to identify and analyze non-hegemonic forms 
of life and the mathematical language games to which they are associated. 

Since it began, the Research Program coordinated by Knijnik (2009) has 
developed studies in the field of ethnomathematics focusing on rural areas of the 
southernmost Brazilian state, Rio Grande do Sul. This was associated with the 
beginning of the work with peasants of the Landless Movement (in Portuguese, 
Movimento Sem Terra) which had emerged a few years before, precisely in that part 
of the country. The importance of this social movement in Latin America, espe- 
cially as regards their schooling processes, allowed us to develop ethnomathemat- 
ics studies which shaped the Research Program discussed here. 

The chapter is organized in four sections. The first is a brief description of 
this peasant social movement and the Educational Project associated with it. 
The second section focuses on the theoretical framework of the Research Program. 
In the third, methodological aspects of the Research Program are described 
and empirical data are analyzed. The last section of the chapter focuses on the 
pedagogical repercussions of the Research Program. 


Brazilian Landless Movement and its Educational Project 


In recent years Brazil has achieved an outstanding international position thanks to 
its political contribution to the worldwide scene and its economic and social 
growth. The World Human Index shows that among the Latin American coun- 
tries it currently occupies eighth place. Even so, 10 percent of the population 
controls 75 percent of the national wealth and the 2010 National Census shows 
that 16 million people live in miserable conditions, earning less than U.S. $40 a 
month. The country also has the second-highest concentration of land ownership 
in the world; 84.4 percent of the population live in urban areas; and 14.6 million 
who are older than 10 years are still illiterate: 21.3 percent of those living in rural 
settings and 6.8 percent of the urban population. 

But in the mid 1980s, when the Landless Movement (LM) started, the coun- 
try’s political, social, and economic situation was even worse. As a result of the 
military dictatorship (1964-1985), when profound political and economic changes 
occurred in the country, such as the rapid industrialization and mechanization of 
agriculture, millions of rural Brazilians moved to the urban areas, a social shift that 
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began to exert a profound influence (see also Castanheira, this volume). One such 
influence was the LM. Since its beginning, its main struggle was for agrarian 
reform. Following the fall of the dictatorship in the mid 1980s, the new Brazilian 
Constitution established that land must have a social function and required that 
the Brazilian government “expropriate rural properties that are not performing 
their social function for the purpose of land reform.” In the last 25 years, since it 
began, in order to address these issues, the LM has achieved a growing political 
position in the country. Gathering hundreds of thousands of peasant families, the 
LM trajectory shows the importance of ensuring education for children, youths, 
and adults in their communities. 

Currently, the LM runs approximately 2,000 public schools in encampments 
throughout Brazil; more than 200,000 landless children and youth are attending 
school; since the inception of a National Literacy Project in 1993 more than 
50,000 peasants have become literate; the LM runs Teacher Training Courses 
attended by over 3,900 educators at secondary and higher levels and 250 
pre-school centers with children from 0 to 6 years old; and has established part- 
nerships with more than 13 public universities for bachelor’s and master’s degree 
courses in Education, History, and Administration, among others. The Movement 
also runs “itinerant schools,” which follow occupations of land by formerly landless 
people—the parents of the pupils at these schools and other families of rural com- 
munities who were looking to better their economical and social conditions 
affected by the continued process of Brazilian land concentration. The schools 
were established more than ten years ago, and today there are more than 45 oper- 
ating in 7 Brazilian states. Approximately 350 landless teachers and more than 
4,000 students work at these “itinerant schools,” which follow the encampments 
settled by land occupation. 

The data shown above render explicit the dimensions of the Landless Movement 
Educational Project of which schooling is a part. According to one of the 
LM’s official documents, the schooling project sees the “need for two articulated 
struggles: to extend the right to education and schooling in the rural area; and 
to construct a school that is in the rural area, but that also belongs to the rural 
area—a school that is politically and pedagogically connected to the history, 
culture, social and human causes of the subjects of the rural area (...)” (Kolling, 
Cerioli, and Caldarte, 2002, 19). 

The LM has dedicated itself to conceiving the schooling of its children, youths, 
and adults by paying attention to these two struggles. This means that landless 
educators consider peasant culture a key issue also for those teaching and learning 
processes involving mathematics. But they explicitly mention that the value 
ascribed to it cannot deny the relevance of acquiring mathematical tools con- 
nected to mainstream school mathematics. They consider that these tools can 
improve the use of new technologies for managing production in rural areas and 
can allow the learners to go further in their schooling trajectory. As will be shown 
in the next section, these ideas are strongly connected to the ethnomathematics 
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perspective that underlies the Research Program we have been developing with 
the landless peasants of Southern Brazil. 


Theoretical Framework of the Research Program 


The theoretical framework of the Research Program developed with the landless 
peasants? is aligned with post-metaphysical theoretical positions. To them, the 
problems “that afflict humanity need to be considered in the world, in history, in 
the harshness of the concreteness and the practice, without appeal to transcenden- 
tal concepts, to essences” (Rubeiro, 2010). Specifically, the Research Program is 
supported by Michel Foucault’s thinking and Wittgenstein’s later ideas, which are 
expressed in his book Philosophical Investigations. According to such theorizations, 
we conceptualized the ethnomathematics perspective as a toolbox, which allows 
the analysis of the Eurocentric discourses of academic and school mathematics 
and their effects of truth; issues of difference in mathematics education, taking 
account of the centrality of culture and the power relations that institute them; 
and the language games that constitute different mathematics and their family 
resemblances. 

At this point it is necessary to argue about the theoretical consistency of putting 
together Foucault’s and Wittgenstein’s perspectives. I consider that this consist- 
ency can be achieved through the language concepts adopted by both philoso- 
phers and their non-metaphysical positions towards knowledge. Moreover, 
Wittgenstein’s notion of language games can be linked with the Foucauldian 
notion of “truth games” (Castro, 2009, 423). 

Differently from what Wittgenstein proposed in the Tractatus logicophilosophicus 
(1994), in his work of maturity, Philosophical Investigations, when he sought to 
answer the question: “What is language?” he says that “we must not ask what 
language is, but rather how it functions” (Condé, 1998, 86). When operating this 
theoretical shift, Wittgenstein indicates that it is no longer possible to talk simply 
in a language, but rather in languages, i.e. “a huge variety of uses, a plurality of 
functions or roles that we could see as language games” (Condé, 1998, 86). 
Therefore, the meaning of a word emerges as we use it in different situations. 

Hence the same expression, in different contexts, will mean something differ- 
ent. In Wittgenstein’s words: “the meaning of a word is its use in the language” 
(Wittgenstein, 2004, 20). As we can observe, Wittgenstein abandons any essential- 
ist concept of language (a principle that we now also apply to literacy). Indeed, if 
the meaning of a word is determined by the way we use it, use can be understood 
as something that determines a practice and not “as the expression of a meta- 
physical category” (Condé, 2004, 48). 

Thus, Wittgenstein’s theoretical production in his maturity and some of his 
interpreters such as Condé (1998, 2004) and Glock (1996) allow the inference that 
language games and the rules that constitute them are strongly affected by the way 
we use them. This means that language games should be understood as immersed 
ina form of life, strongly amalgamated with non-linguistic activities. Glock argues 
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that “a form of life is a culture or social formation, the totality of communal 
activities into which language-games are embedded” (Glock, 1996, 125). Indeed, 
since meaning is given by use, the meaning can change at every use we make of 
the words. “What we do is to bring words back from their metaphysical to their 
everyday use” (Wittgenstein, 2004, 48), to the friction of “rough soil.” 

These ideas lead us to the notion of form of life as “the intertwining of culture, 
world-view and language” (Glock, 1996, 124). In this intertwining, the meanings 
we give words are mediated by rules that are conceived in our social practices. 
A set of such rules constitutes a grammar that, as indicated by Condé (2004), is 
very important in order to analyze modern rationality, because it “guides” the 
interactions between the different language games. Underlying the emphasis on 
learning to operate with the rules of grammar, Condé says that Wittgenstein 
means “grammar and language games as a rationality that is forged from the social 
practices in a form of life and that is no longer based on ultimate principles” 
(Condé, 2004, 29). When one abandons the idea of a single, natural, reason- 
producing structure, it is possible to understand rationality as an “invention,” a 
“construct.” It is this “construction” that will allow language to articulate itself 
inside a form of life and establish how rationality will indicate to us what we 
should accept or not. It is important to highlight that the philosopher’s notion of 
“family resemblance” also points to the possibility of interconnections between 
different language games belonging to the same form of life or to different ones. 

Thus, when pointing out that two language games have family resemblances, 
this does not refer to an identity between the games. It is emphasized that both 
have similar aspects and that they are distributed by chance, without a supposed 
uniform repetition. These ideas point to a non-essentialist theoretical perspective 
which is shared by Foucault’s positions. In short, Wittgenstein’s philosophy of 
maturity, denying the existence of a universal language, enables us to question the 
notion of a universal mathematical language. This allows us to argue, from the 
philosophical viewpoint, about the existence of different mathematical language 
games: those learned and taught in the school form of life and those practiced 
outside school forms of life. Following Wittgenstein’s ideas, we can consider that 
both kinds of mathematical language games have family resemblances. Foucault’s 
theorizations enable us to analyze these different language games in their “ties 
with the production of power-knowledge relations and with constituting truth 
regimes” (Wanderer and Kninik, 2007, 3). The theoretical framework of the 
Research Program briefly discussed above, notably the plurality of different 
mathematical games and their relation to issues of power, has been productive in 
our mathematics education work with the landless peasants in two different 
dimensions. These will be discussed in the next section. 


Mathematics Education Work with the Landless Peasants 


In the last 20 years the landless settings of the Research Program have included 
schools at encampments and settlements, adult education projects and teacher 
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education courses at secondary and bachelor levels, mainly in the southernmost 
state of Brazil. 

Fieldwork has been done, taking as reference postmodern anthropology, 
specifically its ethnographical perspective. Therefore, methodological proce- 
dures—such as participant observation, audio recording, field diary, and inter- 
view—have been used. Even considering that these methodological procedures 
are not ethnography in the strictest sense—rather, as Green and Bloome (1997) 
argue, they involve “adopting an ethnographic perspective” —we were very much 
aware of the need to take into account questions and challenges which have been 
asked contemporarily by anthropology, an area strongly marked by its links with 
the colonial era, with the description of the “Other”; we are now more system- 
atically “reflexive” about such positions (Foley, 2002). From these perspectives, 
we must consider the power relations that are exercised during fieldwork and also 
how we describe in our papers what happens there. 

An example ofa work in which these methodological procedures were used was 
developed in a mathematics education curriculum subject at a landless teacher edu- 
cation course.’ There I discussed the specificities and family resemblances of three 
different mathematical language games with the students. The first was a language 
game produced by a form of life associated with landless peasants (characterized by 
the Brazilian rural culture of small land properties but, in this case, with big influ- 
ence of LM multidimensional struggle for land reform. The settlements and 
encampments are democratically structured and in most of the settlements the pro- 
duction is organized cooperatively). The second was produced by a form of life of 
the male urban sawmill workers (characterized by the culture of small villages of the 
southern state of Brazil, an urban way of life which still maintains some rural tradi- 
tional values and habits). And a third language game was produced by a form of life 
taught in Western Eurocentric schools (which were introduced in the country by 
the Portuguese colonization in the beginning of the 16th century). 

The two first language games analyzed with the students referred to the 
“cubagem” of wood (in Portuguese Cubagem da Madeira—cubic meters of wood) 
in order to calculate “how many cubic meters° there are in a truckload.” This 
procedure is a common practice in landless culture. The peasants perform it when 
it is necessary to build houses or animal shelters in camps and settlements, and to 
purchase or sell planks, i.e. “in our negotiations with the sawmill men,” as one 
landless peasant said. Throughout my work with the students I realized the impor- 
tance they give to such language games, produced by their form of life. Particularly 
in teacher education courses and at settlement schools I have found great interest 
in discussing that practice, constituted by a specific grammar, a specific set of rules 
(in the sense taken by Wittgenstein, as referred to earlier). 

In the school mathematics classes they were expecting to go further in their 
learning about the cubagem of wood language game. But it was expected that 
I also assumed another role. In consonance with the LM pedagogy (Chassot and 
Kninik, 2008), they aimed to acquire the knowledge of school mathematics: the 
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one they called “book mathematics.” Avoiding a naive perspective, they were 
aware of the social importance of such a language game and they needed to learn 
its specific grammar as part of their struggle for agrarian reform (see also 
Fuenlabrada and Delprato, this volume). 

Even considering the theoretical difficulties involved in translating language 
games from one form of life to another, here I will express the landless language 
game of cubagem of wood using words and the syntax of the school mathematics 
language game. I am aware that in doing so, some (or maybe most of the) specifici- 
ties that constitute the landless’ form of life which produced the cubagem of wood 
language game are suppressed. So, it can be said that the language game here 
shown became a “hostage” to the school mathematics language game when it is 
said that it basically involves two steps: the first one was to identify, by modeling, a 
tree trunk with a cylinder whose circumference coincided with that of the middle 
part of the trunk. The second was also identified by modeling the cylinder in a 
quadrangular prism, whose measure on the side was one fourth of the perimeter 
of the cylinder base. In other words, in the first step a tree trunk (with its irregu- 
larities of width) was “geometrically simplified.” It was transformed into a cylinder 
with the following characteristics: its base was defined by measuring the circumfer- 
ence measure of the middle part of the trunk (which, in general, is an approxima- 
tion of the average of the different widths of the trunk); and its length was defined 
by the length of the trunk. In the second step, the cylinder built in the first step was 
itself simplified. Now, the cylinder is transformed into a quadrangular prism: its 
square base is obtained by considering as the side of the square a fourth part of the 
measure of the cylinder circumference. Thus, this language game finds, as trunk 
volume, the volume of the quadrangular prism whose side of the base was obtained 
by determining the fourth part of a circumference. This, in turn, corresponds to the 
cylinder base, obtained by modeling from the initially given tree trunk. 

But another language game emerged in that pedagogical process. At some 
point in the discussions, a two-student dialogue produced a shift in the debate 
about the first language game learned. 


Student A: The measurement process that I know is almost the same [as the one 
learned before], except that we measure at the narrow end of the 
wood. 

Student B: The point is that the right thing would be to do it in the middle. But the 
purchasers do not want to buy a piece that will fall away, if they want it 
for square wood [wooden plank] or things like that. They will want a 
piece that goes from here to there [which goes from one end to the other 
of the log]. Those chips that are produced will only be for burning. 


According to these students, there were urban sawmill men who did not use the 
“middle of the log” as reference, considering only its narrower end, since they 
were interested in obtaining whole planks. For this purpose a different rule of 
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calculation was introduced, conforming to a specific grammar, which leads to a 
new language game, different from the first one. The students called the language 
game practiced by sawmill workers who live in the urban areas close to their 
communities “the sawmill method”. We found that we were dealing with a lan- 
guage game which is produced by a specific form of life, different from that of the 
landless peasant. 

The pedagogical process was not limited to those two language games. The 
language game associated with the one taught by school mathematics (named by 
the students as book mathematics) with its specific rules that shape its grammar was 
also analyzed. Moreover, the family resemblances of these three language games— 
the landless, the sawmill, and the school language games—were emphasized. 

The work involved studying the modeling process of the landless language 
game and learning mathematical tools such as relations between a cubic meter 
and its multiples. In different situations the results of calculating the “amount of 
wood” obtained by their language game were empirically compared by the par- 
ticipants to the volume of the cylinder produced by using part of their language 
game, which would correspond, in their view, to a better approach to the total 
quantity of wood of the trunk, reckoning not only the part useful to obtain 
“whole planks,” as in the school language game. The students also found that the 
results of their language game minimize those obtained using the cylinder volume. 
Nevertheless, the group showed particular interest in learning “the formulas of 
book mathematics” connected to the discussion we were holding. They argued 
that these abstract formulas could be useful to them in the future (to continue 
their schooling process and/or to participate in teacher public exams that will 
allow them to obtain a permanent public teacher job in the educational system). 
In learning how to calculate volumes of the cylinder and rectangular prisms 
(which also requires knowing how to determine the length of the circumference, 
the area of a circle), the group was dealing with the specific grammar which 
constitutes the language game of Western Eurocentric school mathematics. 

Bringing those three language games into the mathematics class enabled 
the group to go further in the appropriation of rules that shape the rationality 
produced by each of those forms of life. They learned more about the landless 
peasant cubagem of wood practiced in their communities. When the family 
resemblances of those language games were analyzed, the students were able to 
identify the “remnants” of wood that were produced by their language game, 
which were even greater when the initial measure of the log circumference was 
determined at the “narrow end,” as considered by the sawmill people language 
game. So, in this case, the wood not used for making planks could be useful for 
other purposes and therefore, in given situations, it should also be included in the 
accountancy of their calculations. 

Summing up, it can be said that learning about different mathematical 
language games and their family resemblances allowed the peasant students 
to broaden not only their mathematical world but also their ways of seeing the 
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complex social relations involved in different forms of life that produce such dif- 
ferent language games. But it was not only the landless peasants who had learning 
experiences. As a researcher, I learned important lessons. They taught me about 
the need to mobilize all my efforts in order to never forget to problematize my 
own discourse, since it is necessarily marked by my “privileged” voice as an intel- 
lectual working with non-hegemonic social groups. In my attempts I have been 
favored by this social movement, which is very much aware of the risk of exposing 
themselves to academic research and of being narrated by “the others,” of being 
represented by us. 

The LM chooses to take this risk not only because it knows that I am careful 
about my role in the work I have been developing with them. It is also because 
they see education as one of the central issues of their struggle and consider the 
importance—at least at this point of their trajectory as a social movement—of 
having scholars contributing to the construction of their educational schooling 
processes, to their teacher education courses, which, for them, are key elements for 
the social justice project they are attempting to build. But here a point must be 
clarified: to be accepted as contributors to the LM schooling processes and/or to 
its teacher education courses, the academics must show, before starting their work, 
the theoretical convergence they have with LM educational perspective. Moreover, 
throughout their contributions the movement develops a permanent evaluation, 
which is decisive to how they define the continuity of such contributions. 


Pedagogical Repercussions of the Research Program 


In carrying out our research program we are facing issues connected to politics of 
knowledge, to the dispute around the definition of which knowledges are included 
and which are excluded in the schooling processes (see Hernandez, this volume). 
This dispute is marked by power—knowledge relations, which ultimately legiti- 
mate and are the legitimizers of some discourses, which interdict others, precisely 
those that are about the knowledges, the rationalities, the values, the beliefs of 
cultural groups we place in the position of “the others.” LM educational perspec- 
tive aims to subvert the politics of dominant knowledges; it does not assume a 
naive position connected to an exacerbated cultural relativism. This is not the case. 
But the “price to be paid” for acquiring the hegemonic school mathematics sub- 
jects cannot be the silence of peasants’ knowledges in the school curriculum. 
One should then ask how a single rationality among other rationalities, for 
example, the rules by which individuals and cultures deal with space, time, and 
quantification processes—all that which Western civilization associates with the 
notion of mathematics—became a “truth,” the only “truth” that could be accepted 
as mathematics in the school curriculum. What is at stake here is to problematize 
the sovereignty of Modern rationality, which looks down on all other rationalities 
associated with “other” forms of life; the existence of a single mathematics—‘the 
official one” —with its Eurocentric bias and its rules marked by abstraction and 
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formalism. School mathematics—the traditional set of knowledges taught at 
school—inherits at least part of the formal and abstract grammar that constitutes 
academic mathematics, through pedagogical recontextualized processes, in 
Bernstein’s words (1997). 

In summary, it can be said that the set of language games of academic mathe- 
matics, as well as those of school mathematics, offers a “dream of order, regularity, 
repeatability and control ... and with it the idea of a ‘pure’, disembodied reason” 
(Rotman, 1993, 194). 

The ideas presented in this chapter about a Mathematics Education Research 
Program developed with a Brazilian peasant social movement may inspire other 
Latin American countries as well as hegemonic ones. The old myth of “homoge- 
neous schools” is being destroyed by the new world configuration. In recent dec- 
ades, migratory movements have increased worldwide, and many immigrant 
children are now at school in central countries such as those belonging to the 
European Union and the United States. The field of education and particularly 
mathematics education has gained awareness of the need to pay attention to this 
socio-cultural phenomenon that has concrete repercussions in schooling and 
broader social contexts (Abreu, 2001; Civil, 2007). Now the foreigners are “here.” 
What kind of rationality operates in their social practices? How do these practices 
differ from the school mathematics rationality? More than ever these questions 
have become central to education. 


Notes 


1 Mathematics education studies also assume a social—cultural framework, and their 
authors characterize them as Quantitative Literacy (Steen, 2001) or Numeracy (Ferreira, 
2007; Coben, 2008). These studies aim to highlight their mathematical dimension. 
Nevertheless, this nomenclature does not conflict with the broad meaning ascribed in 
this book to Literacy Studies. 

2 Out of the Latin American context the work of Gerdes (1991) in Mozambique, Bishop 
(1988) in Pacific Islands and Zaslavsky’s studies (1973) in African countries must also 
be mentioned. 

3 Here it should be mentioned that empirical data which have been produced by the 
set of studies that constitute the Research Program are not restricted to the landless 
peasants. Other cultural groups have been involved, like rural German-descended 
communities and communities of Technical Agricultural schools. 

4 What follows is a summarized version of the paper: Mathematics education and the 
Brazilian Landless Movement: three different aspects in the context of the struggle for 
social justice (Kninik, 2007). 

5 The terms “ctbicos” and “cubicos de Madeira” are used in the Brazilian rural areas to 
mean cubic meters of wood. The term “metros de Madeira” —in English, “meters of 
wood” —is also used. 
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READING, WRITING, AND 
EXPERIENCE: LITERACY PRACTICES 
OF YOUNG RURAL STUDENTS 


Gloria Hernandez 


During my contact with the reading and writing practices of rural youth in a 
community in central Mexico,' I have found that the experiences that young 
people have constructed with writing throughout their lives acquire a distinctive 
place in the way they position themselves in relation to literacy at school. This 
positioning surpasses the mere referential function announced through many of 
the textbook activities that are used in the classrooms: whilst teachers do in fact 
often ask students to point out what they know about a given subject, based upon 
their own experience, the students’ own social practices involving literacy provide 
not only for the construction of knowledge, of the kind the teacher is asking for, 
but for broader understandings related to the shape and contexts of use in which 
this knowledge is constructed. 

In this chapter, my intention is to approach the ways in which these young 
rural students construct their literacy experiences, as well as the potential for these 
experiences to be used within the school context. Youth studies tend to focus 
more on urban environments; therefore, since the rural milieu has not been suf- 
ficiently explored, a central aspect for the development of this analysis is the rural 
condition of these young students. The chapter is a subproduct of an ongoing 
study and it is based on the experiences of my own teaching practice developed 
for research purposes. I chose the cases of two students for analyzing the con- 
struction of their literacy experience, and, for the purposes of this chapter, I will 
call them Mario and Pedro. 

These boys attend a small school with eleven other students. The thirteen 
middle school students, who are 12 and 13 years old, have had at least six years of 
literacy contact through their schooling. This has introduced them to a wide spec- 
trum of possibilities for using literacy and to the likely pleasures of reading and 
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writing, although the young people’s attitudes towards these two activities are not 
always positive or homogeneous. Some value literacy from the perspective of 
having the obligation of using it in the ways that school requires them to, as the 
way of having the option to continue studying and remaining in school, while 
others do not. Half of the students declared that they read and write at home so 
as “not to get bored.” Their situation of extreme poverty prevents them from 
having Internet access, going to the movies, having other recreational activities, or 
buying books, making writing a possible recreational activity. 

Generally, the extrapolation of students’ experiences and knowledge to the 
classroom is limited, because, given the school codes, the opportunities for bring- 
ing out-of-school knowledge to the classroom fails to take into account the ways 
in which students construct their experience with literacy. After teaching Mario, 
Pedro, and the rest of the students in this class and looking into their worlds and 
ways of life, I can advance the hypothesis that their literacy experience is inte- 
grated by a legacy of previous knowledge, as well as by the processes, contexts, 
conceptions, and interactions through which they acquired it. Additionally, 
precisely this experience goes beyond what the formal school classroom is asking 
for, attaining rather the shape of a “potential movement,” defined by Dewey as 
the impulse that moves an individual towards curiosity, strengthens his (or her) 
initiative, and creates desires and purposes (Dewey, 2004, 81). 

The need to recover students’ experience is a widespread practice, acknowl- 
edged in textbooks as well as through teachers’ classroom interventions. However, 
this recognition only refers to what learners know about a topic, but not to the 
ways in which they have arrived at knowing what they know, or the diverse con- 
texts in which they use that knowledge. As a result, despite the appearance of 
approaching a more complex knowledge, there is in fact only a sort of artificial 
recovery of previous ideas and conceptualizations, in which students simply repeat 
in chorus for their teachers whatever it is that they had learned before, rather than 
the “potential movement” of which Dewey speaks. 

What is common in the classrooms I have studied as well as in others reported 
in the literature (Kalman and Carvajal, 2007) is the triggering question “What do 
you know about this?” But not “How do you know it?” or “What do you think 
about it?” or “Where did you learn it?” or “With whom did you learn it?” With 
this, only two things are strengthened: on the one hand, repetition without reflec- 
tion about the constructed knowledge; and on the other, the notion of experience 
only as a product, and not as a process with multiple interactions and wrapped in 
larger complexities. 

Another important element in the classroom recovery of students’ experience 
is that it is selective and literacy-related knowledge is discriminatory. This was 
already explained by Gee (2005, 39), who, without making any reference to 
students’ experiences, refers to the competences privileged by school, and by 
doing this he places the subject of power use within the recovery of the overall 
classroom experience. 
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When I write about “experience” I do not only refer to past events evoked in 
the present, but to a complex relationship that places these adolescents before a 
travelled road as readers and writers. This is an intricate relationship that also 
places them in their present and in what they perceive as their future within those 
roles. This is illustrated when they state, for example, “I have never liked and I will 
never like to read or to write.” It is precisely this kind of relationship that is the 
central theme of this chapter: the various ways that the literacy experiences and 
practices in young people’s everyday contexts influence their reading and writing 
practices at school. 

This chapter has two main parts: first, a close-up look at the case studies, and 
then a broader discussion of the middle-school students’ use and understanding 
of reading and writing in and out of school. Using Mario and Pedro as telling 
cases, the discussion will include commentary and analysis of the students in 
general. 


The Community as a Reference for Structuring Literacy 
Experience of Young People: The Cases of Mario and Pedro 


The context of this project is a Telesecundaria* located at a rural community in 
central Mexico. From the official perspective, a rural community is defined as an 
inhabited area of maximum 2,500 inhabitants, who are mostly involved in 
agricultural activities. However, for the purposes of this chapter, I prefer to use 
the definition proposed by Rosas: rural communities are the ones defined by 
their occupation, their social organization, their community dynamics, and the 
values that guide their lives (Rosas, 2005, 294). 

The community is small: it has an elementary school and the Telesecundaria. The 
latter is the highest level of schooling available in this locale, and for those students 
who cannot travel to a neighboring town to continue their studies, it is the highest 
institution of formal schooling that young people can aspire to attend. Thus, some 
teachers call the Telesecundaria, La maxima casa de estudios (the highest learning 
institution) in analogy to the way the National Autonomous University of Mexico 
(UNAM) is often identified throughout the country in official discourse. 

For men in the community, agriculture is the main occupation, although some 
of them are also employed as construction workers. Sometimes women work in 
the fields during the sowing season, but for the most part domestic chores and 
child rearing are their main occupations. The activities of young people differ: 
boys generally help in planting and harvesting corn and in taking care of the ani- 
mals while girls usually help with the housework; yet taking care of small children 
is a task carried out by young boys and girls alike. Reading and writing practices 
are, as we will see, entwined within specific demands of these occupations and 
within family situations. 

For the parents who can send their children to this school, the fact that they 
finish middle school has great relevance, but they do not really place importance 
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on their children’s compliance with school rules. As a teacher, I have become 
aware of parents’ strong negotiations with us so that we do not ask students to do 
alot of homework. They argue that children get tired and have other things to do, 
like helping in the fields or taking care of their young brothers and sisters or 
nephews and nieces, and that they do not always have time to be with books in 
their hands doing nothing or wasting time. The image of reading as doing nothing 
means that they are not doing anything for the benefit of urgent domestic chores 
or productive jobs. The value of going to school is seen in the future and not 
within immediate activities, and it is centered more on the individual than on the 
collective. Consequently, when grownups consider that their children should be 
working, they see reading as a waste of time. 

But by being close to the students, I observed that because they do not have 
movie theaters or other recreational activities, reading offers a possibility for 
having fun. In the context of reading a book of short stories that was recom- 
mended and loaned to him by a classmate, one student said that reading was a way 
of not getting bored, but when, he said, “I don’t understand the words, I throw 
away the book and I do nothing. I get desperate.” 

Despite the fact that this rural town has a community library with specialized 
books for young people, their experience tells them that the use of the library is 
associated with homework, and therefore they do not visit it for recreational pur- 
poses. They only go there when their teachers tell them to go and never to look 
for recreational reading. They also have a classroom library with 30 books, but 
they do not use it because there is no scheduled time for that purpose: it needs to 
be set up by the teacher, and during all the years I have been in the school, this 
has never happened.* The school library also has an important collection of spe- 
cialized titles for students their age; nonetheless, this library is never used either. 
For all these reasons, contact with books is limited to the official textbooks that 
students receive free of charge as part of the Telesecundaria program, and to the 
ones that are used within the classroom context. For the most part, students do 
not have access to other books; during their out-of-school literacy practices they 
produce their own texts, like verses, songs, short stories, messages, graffiti, and 
letters. More than the readers of texts written by others, they are the writers and 
readers of their own written productions. They write poems and short stories, 
they write down the lyrics of the songs that they listen to on the radio, and they 
create their own songs. 

All the first year middle school students have had at least six years of literacy 
contact through their schooling. This has introduced them to a wide spectrum of 
possibilities for using literacy and to the likely pleasures of reading and writing, 
although the young people’s attitudes towards these two activities are not always 
positive. They value literacy from the perspective of having the obligation of using 
it in the ways that school requires them to and as the way of having the option to 
continue studying and remain in school. 
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What follows is a description and analysis of the life contexts of Mario and 
Pedro and of their uses of writing, their experiences at home and at school, and 
the relationship between their daily practices in literacy. The first of the two is 
Mario, a young man dedicated to his family with an important role in its wellbe- 
ing; the second is Pedro, a dedicated student and budding writer. Both come from 
the same community, live in similar situations of poverty, and yet their experiences 
are quite different. These two cases are examples of the general trend observed at 
the Telesecundaria. 


Mario’s Literacy Experiences 


Mario is a 14-year-old boy who every day takes care of three small siblings 
under the age of 5 for several hours in the morning. This requires that he uses 
several literacy practices related to either reading instructions on medication 
labels, or writing the notes that his mother—who cannot write—dictates to him 
regarding medication schedules and the ways in which medications or household 
remedies need to be administered to his sick younger brothers. In Mario’s con- 
struction of this experience, the elements that come into play are a conception of 
himself as a responsible person, his love for his smaller brothers, the acceptance of 
the role that he assumes within the family context, and, as he puts it, the need to 
overcome “the fear of making a mistake and that something happens to my little 
brothers.” 

Mario is also the one in charge of reading the texts on fertilizer bags, and this 
is another important way that he contributes to his family for planting and grow- 
ing corn. Printed on the sacks are instructions that need to be followed and care- 
fully applied in the family’s management of their fields in order to have a good 
crop and to produce enough corn to be able to both sell some at the market and 
keep the surplus for their own consumption. 

The structuring of these experiences with literacy has its basis in a family com- 
mitment, in the value of childcare, in the value of planting, in being responsible, 
and in belonging to a family collective within the framework of an extended 
family. Mario’s family is composed not only of parents, brothers, and sisters but 
also of aunts and uncles, nieces, nephews, cousins, and in-laws. 

The ways young people like Mario live their youth are anchored in these 
roles. Since from their families’ point of view they are not children anymore, they 
can and must develop those everyday chores that will prepare them to become 
someone in life, and not only the ones necessary for doing well at school. Within 
this context, the construction process of Mario’s literacy experience goes back at 
least six years, because he entered elementary school late and started reading at 
eight. Then, at home, he approached reading through the above-described 
documents, and since his mother does not know how to read or write she dele- 
gated these activities to him, recognizing the value of use of her son’s reading and 
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writing abilities. Another circumstance contributing to Mario’s taking on so 
many responsibilities is that his father recently emigrated to the United States 
looking for work. 

Contrary to other young people who write as a way of constructing their 
identities (Hernandez, 2009), Mario does not write much because he feels that he 
does not need to do so. He only writes within the school context or following 
the instructions his mother dictates to him, because he already takes on the 
responsibility of reading as a way of helping his family. He does not go to the 
community library to do his homework, where he could have more contact with 
books, as some of his friends do. While he believes that reading instructions for 
medications satisfies a family need, he considers that reading books is boring and 
unnecessary. However, initially, he did not really consider that reading those med- 
ication labels was reading at all, because he fully adhered to the homogenizing 
school conception that disregards other literacies as legitimate practices with their 
own meanings and forms of organization, different from the ones promoted by 
schooling. 

As has been mentioned in other studies, the concept of reading that Mario had 
is consistent with the one that is transmitted via school culture and other means: 
that reading is only related to reading books, and that these books should be 
legitimate; in other words, validated by the power of school culture, or “good” 
books, assuming that there is a shared vision of what this means (Sarland, 2003, 
38). What is being ignored is that this criterion for what counts as a book is 
acquired within the book’s reading context of use and it is not in the book per se. 
This reading concept is also set up within Mario’s experiences of literacy prac- 
tices, given that the potential that reading might have is virtually unknown to him. 
What is important to him is the success he has in the contexts of use related to 
the different roles that he plays and to the meaning reading has for him. 

When asked about a particular topic from school, Mario has a hard time 
responding even when the subject is directly related to his experience as the care- 
taker of his younger siblings. While at home this activity is of great relevance to 
him and to the family collective; at school it embarrasses him, and for that reason 
the value and the uses of his reading materials go unmentioned. The contexts 
for reading at school and constructing reading experience and the context for 
reading at home take separate paths due to the intrinsic meaning they have in 
each specific space. However, the difference is not only established by the contex- 
tual specificity in which the reading experience is constructed, but basically 
by the impossibility of dialogue between both contexts. This impossibility is 
established by the school’s legitimating power, a power through which the social 
character of literacy is defined from a singular vision; or, in Street’s words, from the 
pedagogization of literacy (Street and Street, 2004). 

Mario has a second-hand mobile phone that he bought with the few dollars 
that his father sent him. He seldom uses it for talking or for sending messages 
because he has no money to buy credit, but, conscious of the status symbol of this 
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artifact among young people, he does not miss the chance to display it when he 
is with them. 

Writing on the mobile phone follows the codes that are currently used by 
young people: they only write the main consonants of a word: q for qué (why/ 
what), or use mathematical signs =, +, X, + to write short texts. These signs are 
used to represent the words equal to, among, by, or more. For Mario, this is the 
language of the youth, los chavos:> his friends understand it, and by using these 
symbols instead of words he can save money on the amount of words needed to 
send a message. This usage of literacy is linked to his condition of being young 
within his community and is consistent with the fact that young people have very 
little money and cannot afford to put a lot of credit on their mobile phones. Being 
young demands specific writing strategies for strengthening this youthful condi- 
tion. Within this writing experience, Mario plays another role: here it is the role 
of a young person who, consistent with his interests and possibilities, uses the 
language and the symbolic gadgets of his generation—the cellular phone—instead 
of pencil and paper. 


Pedro’s Literacy Experiences: Context and Interaction 


Pedro’s mother is a housewife who finished elementary school and his father just 
returned from the United States. During his stay in that country he used to call 
his son and tell him that, if he had a problem or needed to talk to a man, he should 
approach his school teacher. Pedro has great recognition for the school and for his 
teacher; the family atmosphere always encouraged a sense of appreciation for 
school and convinced him of the importance of complying with school assign- 
ments and not indulging in some of the pastimes that some of his friends did. 
Upon his return to Mexico, Pedro’s father showed concern about him—of his 
two children, Pedro is the only son he has. He attends parents’ meetings at school 
and pays attention to Pedro’s school work. 

The context of this 13-year-old boy is one of very strong family support. His 
family treats him as a child still, and, although Pedro participates in housework and 
in planting activities, his main responsibility is to study to get good grades at school 
and to be a good boy. This means that he cannot participate with other young 
people in forbidden activities like hanging out, stealing, or drinking alcohol. 

Since Pedro lives in extreme poverty, he produces his own short stories to 
fight boredom, and, when his mother sends him to the store, he keeps the papers 
that the products he purchases are wrapped in because usually these are pieces of 
newspaper that he reads to extract “some words that I need to write my stories.” 
In other words, he looks for more vocabulary. He uses the free textbooks that are 
at his disposal at the Telesecundaria for the same purpose. With these resources, and 
making use of his great imagination, Pedro makes up his own stories. These are 
very long and are usually divided into chapters that end with the phrase “to be 
continued,” as can be seen in the following text. 
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FIG. 11.1 

The three little kittens. 

Once upon a time there was a farm where a nume 

rous family of kittens lived. One day the father got them together 
and told them: The day and the time has come for the big ones 
to look after themselves. Crooked one, dirty one and clever one 
those were the names of the three kittens they were happy 
because they only thought about playing and eating without fear 
or persecutions 


The next day they prepared themselves to go out and 
They walked a lot all day long until they reached 

a meadow with some trees full of fruits 

close from there a sweet streams a flowing 

It had been very hot that they so day decided 

to sleep on the grass 


To be continued... 


It is striking that Pedro does not know what will be the end of the story, and that 
he creates a sense of mystery and expectation. Because he studies in the evening, 
this mystery is his motivation to wait eagerly for the mornings to arrive so he can 
continue writing, making time between doing housework and helping his family 
in planting corn. These writing practices give him the possibility to learn about 
the conventions of writing, such as punctuation and spelling; but also this experi- 
ence directs him to the very act of writing, of imagining, of reading for writing, 
of creating mysteries for himself, instills a sense of fun, and is a way to spend time, 
and to learn more and more words. 
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All this provides Pedro with a potential experience that gives him several 
elements: he is—he says—his best author, because he can have the pleasure of 
manipulating the stories and the characters; of changing the way the story ends 
by proposing three different alternatives and choosing one; to laugh at what the 
characters do, to think all night about what the end will be, and to make “[the 
characters] do very difficult things that I cannot do.” He cannot buy story books 
and he has no access to books at school or at the community library; therefore, he 
produces his own. A day in the life of Pedro is reflected in the following text: 


FIG. 11.2 


Chronicle of a life of mine. When the sun comes out I get up and eat 

a delicious breakfast I make my bed I do my homework 

At noon I take a bath I change my clothes to go to school my father asks me to show him 
what I did for him as work and my homework I eat 

to come I arrive at school 

Before I come to school I put my books in order I take a bath I change my clothes 

to come to school I eat my parents give me my blessing 

During my stay at school I take out my books to work 

the first subjects the teacher grades us [are] Spanish English mathema 

tics etc. I like replying to the subjects and my “profe” (short for teacher) is very kind 
After school I arrive at my house and have dinner my parents tell me to 

Sleep at the time they tell me I watch TV. or the cellular I sleep 

And I dream that I fly 


As it can be observed, the production of a text does not impose on Pedro 
the spelling rules applied at school. His text presents several problems (such as 
accentuation and word spacing) despite the fact that he is one of the most advanced 
students in his class. However, getting high grades does not necessarily mean that 
he has an academically strong appropriation of orthographic and syntactic con- 
ventions of school writing. In contrast to Mario, for Pedro, doing homework, 
arranging books, and his father’s monitoring of his schoolwork, structure a cen- 
tral element in his experience with literacy that in this case is directly associated 
with his school experience. At home, his parents reinforce this hegemonic idea of 
writing within the framework of the meaning and commitment that they believe 
that school has for their son’s education; therefore, what allows him to produce 
texts is not the appropriation and excellent use of spelling conventions, but the 
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framework of high recognition to the school that his parents transmit to him day 
after day. This is what structures the construction of his experience with writing 
and what consolidates the hegemonic notion that he has of the vision of writing 
that comes from the school context. 

In Pedro’s experience the teacher is not only a mediator that brings him closer 
to the texts but an authority figure, given the fact that his father emigrated to the 
north, in search of work. The interaction he has with his teacher comes from an 
authentic affection for him: for Pedro, the teacher is his guide, and someone who 
reads and appreciates his stories, because he is one of the few people who has 
access to them. And although he does not correct directly his spelling and gram- 
mar, this access allows the teacher to play a warm mediating role between Pedro 
and his own texts, and between Pedro and other texts. Thus, the teacher’s media- 
tion in Pedro’s interaction with written texts goes beyond a pedagogical approach 
to books; this mediation is constructed within a web of interactions and care in 
which the job of the mediator reaches its highest meaning (when he actually 
brings Pedro close to the texts of other authors for learning purposes), which is 
the case with the textbooks. But, more importantly, he values Pedro’s stories, and 
through that the boy consolidates himself as an author. 

In this particular case, the emotional interaction adds to the usual mediation 
between the subject and the text; and at the same time this emotional mediation 
is mediated by specific conditions within a context in which the image of the 
teacher represents not only a pedagogical authority, but also an educational 
authority in charge of Pedro’s education in the broad sense of the term. Thus, the 
mediation of the teacher is inserted into a cultural pattern; he is a man, he is 
caring, and he is someone to whom Pedro can turn whenever he needs a sympa- 
thetic ear or an authority figure to guide and advise him. He is also the one who 
teaches him school contents, and with all that, in Pedro’s opinion, he is the one 
who teaches him all he needs to know in order to be a good person in life. 
On occasions, this interaction with Pedro is mediated by writing, by the reading 
of textbooks, and by support for the production of his own texts. On others, the 
interaction is only sustained by the communication and the emotional bond that 
they have between them. This significant interaction also structures Pedro’s expe- 
rience with the written word to the extent that he links the accompanied use of 
writing with being a better person. The appropriation experience of the written 
word is, as noted by Kalman, “part of a power relationship and the way in which 
people appropriate it depends on the prevailing social and cultural practices 
and not only on pedagogical and cognitive factors” (2008, s/n). As noted by 
Heath and Sobol (this volume), cultural practices do not always lead to appro- 
priation of literacy or even an appreciation of it. This helps explain the difference 
between Mario’s instrumental views of reading and writing and Pedro’s interest 
in literary creation, even though they come from the “same” community. 

In Pedro’s literacy experience, the role of the mediator suggests that, although 
the intervention of the teacher helps him approach the texts of others, it also gives 
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him author’s support through accompaniment and through the teacher’s appre- 
ciation for the texts he produces; an element of significant experience that may be 
part of that “cultural capital that one must possess in order to produce reading 
situations” (Colomer, 2002, 14). 

With Pedro’s literacy experience, I see that this is not just a legacy that can be 
put into a functional use in the present, but that it also refers to the action of 
experiencing writing, which in itself is significant, and, above all, to the trans- 
formative value of the experience within Pedro’s own concept of writing, and of 
himself as author. Thus, although experience is a continuum, this does not mean 
that it is linear. Before anything else, to the extent that it allows our positioning 
before something new that makes us learn other things in a different way, experi- 
ence is otherness (Larrosa, 2009). 

The group of students with whom I work display a great deal of experience 
with the written word, not only at school, but via the community social practices 
in which they may or may not employ all of the formal conventions of written 
language. The production of texts in this classroom is a practice that was held 
during several occasions throughout the school year, but, in that school context, 
it was linked to evaluation and it had strict timing and specific rules. Both the 
school and the community are part of Pedro’s literacy experience, but they differ 
in their context of use and the literacy experience in itself is hardly changed by 
the school from the process that Pedro develops beyond school. Pedro’s experi- 
ence has modified his practices: 


Before [he refers to two years ago], I used to write with spelling mistakes. 
I wrote a lot. Now I am better at spelling and you can understand better 
[what I write], I write stories, homework, school assignments, and copies of 
books. I do all that because I have to, because it is homework, but the sto- 
ries, I write them because I get bored. 


The progress that Pedro refers to, and that he considers as an improvement 
regarding good spelling and which allows him to write more, does not necessarily 
imply that he rigorously adheres to the rules, as we can observe in his story. 
However, it does imply a better use of the conventions in terms of the progress he 
has had. He values his own achievements in the construction of his experience 
with average writing, even if in the eyes of the school logic he still has strong 
spelling mistakes. 

In this comment, Pedro’s out-of-school—and_out-of-boredom—literacy 
experiences, as well as in-school practices, are articulated. While creativity prevails 
in the first, in the second what prevails is their compulsory character; copying 
instead of creating. Unlike Mario, for whom the community appears as the favored 
element that benefits from his reading of instructions in medication labels and 
fertilizer packages, for Pedro, what seems to structure his writing for fun is his 
own world. His family is the collective that strengthens and monitors school uses 
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at home; that is, the entity that reinforces the association of literacy with learning 
and pedagogy (Street and Street, 2004, 204). 


Experience as a Potential Tool for Writing: Evidence 
from a Middle School Classroom 


The value that Mario’s and Pedro’s classmates give to reading and writing is 
related to their memories about each school level.© While in preschool, literacy 
activities were linked to play, and were more appreciated by the Telesecundaria 
students. At elementary school, reading and writing turned into a series of pack- 
aged and repetitive activities—answering written questions that were posed by 
the teachers and not the students, taking exams, reading out loud in front of the 
group (an obligatory activity that they seldom enjoyed), and doing “lectura de 


? 


comprension,” reading done for the purpose of identifying the main ideas in a 
text—all according to the teacher’s idea of what a main idea constitutes. And, at 
the middle school level, for some students, reading and writing got “more and 
more difficult every time.” 

Even though these difficulties are linked to learning contents that consider 
gradual increases in complexity, they are also associated with the lack of configu- 
ration of an experiential continuity (Dewey, 2004, 77) in favor of the students’ 
present reading and writing practices. Building on this notion, experiential con- 
tinuity assumes that not every experience is valuable in itself or for the subject’s 
future development within his or her interactions with literacy. Valuable experi- 
ences refer to a degree of distinction in regard to what the subject had been doing, 
or to the way in which he or she had been interacting. This is why, Dewey adds, 
“Every experience is a moving force. Its value can only be judged on the ground 
of what it moves toward and into” (Dewey, 2004, 81). 

The recognition of the diversity in the reading and writing practices of these 
young men in and out of school suggests that experience plays a crucial role in 
their learning processes as readers and writers and that this experience is made up 
of a complex construction process of literacy practices that involve dynamic trans- 
formations not only of reading and writing, but, as I have already pointed out, of 
the concepts of reading, writing, and self, intervention of others, the uses that they 
make of reading and writing, and the objective treatment of these perspectives in 
the production of written texts through school codes and power relations. 

The limited recognition by the school of these boys’ experiential knowledge 
is related not only to the lack of acknowledgment of their lives but also to the 
lack of appreciation of their experience and the structuring processes that result 
from who they are and what they do during their contacts with literacy. Although 
in Mario’s case his reading experience is structured from the responsibility roles 
that he plays within a particular collective and through specific actions like grow- 
ing corn—or from the respectable self image that he has of himself as a responsi- 
ble young man who is capable of giving support to his family group—at school 
he defines himself and he is defined by his teacher as the worst reader, as someone 


Reading, Writing, and Experience 165 


irresponsible for not doing homework, and as a problem student without any 
possibility of improvement. 

In sum, the writing and reading experiences out of school of the young students 
in this rural community have little or nothing to do with school—where expres- 
sions of boredom are punished—and, in any case, where writing is used not to 
overcome boredom, but to punish it even further, i.e. by filling page after page 
with: I must be silent. Consequently, the uses of writing—for having fun, for 
expressing and communicating feelings, for being creative, for participating in 
family life, and for executing punishment—differ, and their meaning is contrasting 
for the students. However, together they constitute the reading experience of these 
young boys and they both structure and give content to their understanding. 

Recognition of previous knowledge should be understood not only in terms of 
specific school content knowledge, but should also include an appreciation of the 
literacy broader experiences of these young rural boys. This would allow for their 
development in terms of the construction of their awareness and ownership of valu- 
able practices of reading and writing as well as their mobilization of school contents. 
I think that this is another function of the teacher as mediator if he or she does not 
want to depart from the conception of the students as an empty vessel that Paulo 
Freire wrote about (1976). It is in this sense that experience can be transformed into 
a potential tool, and not into a teaching gimmick that ignores the contexts in which 
it was created. To visualize this literacy experience at school allows learners not only 
to bring prior knowledge into the experience, but by bringing experience into 
their knowledge, the boys’ understanding of themselves as producing subjects with 
many opportunities for interacting with the written word would be enhanced. 


Notes 


NOTE: The author of this chapter has used pseudonyms throughout to protect the 
identities of students and instructors. 


1 This paper is part ofa project I started three years ago named “Training in science and 
literacy” and its general purpose is: to have an impact on the learning improvement 
of the students who are enrolled in “Telesecundaria”; from the development of field 
studies in the area of training in science and literacy, to the development of alternative 
resources to improve teaching practices in the above-mentioned fields of study. It is 
important to point out that throughout the research design phase I was authorized to 
work as a teacher in that program and that I systematically taught two subjects one or 
two days per week: Spanish and biology. And although these activities allowed me 
to develop certain actions and more closeness to the group, they were also developed 
within the framework of the timing and decisions established by school dynamics and 
the strategies of the teacher who was responsible for the first grade group. This teacher 
imparts all the subjects in accordance to the Telesecundaria model in Mexico. 

2 In Mexico, the Telesecundaria was created in the decade of the 1960s to eliminate the 
educational gap in rural, indigenous, and semi-urban areas that had a television signal. 
It is a schooling modality that started transmissions in 1968 and has had an important 
growth until the present. Today Telesecundarias represent 51.7 percent of the total of 
middle schools in the country and they serve a total of one fifth of the six million 
students registered at this level of education. (INEE, 2007, 95). 
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3. The community library has a collection of 2,030 books with titles related mainly to 
school topics. There are children literature books as well as titles with topics of interest 
to young people. There are also books with other topics such as cooking and herbal 
medications. 

4 AsI mentioned before, the teaching activities that I carry out are developed within the 
framework of the school management regulations and the group dynamics developed 
by the responsible teacher. In other words, I work as a teacher within the limits of the 
establishment and I only have incidence in certain activities. 

5 In Mexico the word chavo defines a young person or an attitude associated to being 
young. 

6 In Mexico, basic compulsory education is composed by preschool (three years), 
elementary school (six years), and middle school (three years). 
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TECHNOLOGY AND LITERACY: 
TOWARDS A SITUATED 
COMPREHENSION OF 

A MEXICAN TEACHER’S 
ACTIONS 


Iran Guerrero 


Introduction 


Nico is a seventh-grade geography teacher. Since the 2006 curriculum reform in 
Mexico for the middle-school level, he faces growing demands from local author- 
ities to use technology when he teaches. For him, the computer is not “the solu- 
tion” to existing problems, but an opportunity to look for information and project 
it, or “to do something” with the images. As a way of responding to this new 
requirement, and to figure out what that “something” may mean, Nico has designed 
situations that promote the use of the computer by his students. He adds, “there 
are other teachers worse than me” (EN2180907), referring to the fact that this 
technology is not readily available to all teachers and students (Kalman, 2004). 

In this chapter I analyze the use that this teacher makes of technology (the 
computer), and how such use is situated in a complex context shaped by social 
forces such as the technology-related policies in schools and classroom conditions. 
For this, I first present the theoretical and methodological background; then, 
I refer to some of the ideological constructions that are adjacent to the policies 
that promote the use of technology in Mexican classrooms. In the next section, 
I describe a complex classroom context in which such teaching practice is 
developed; and in the fourth and last section I present an account of how the 
teacher in this case study uses technology. Throughout this unfolding analysis, my 
intention is to characterize the ways in which the educational reforms and poli- 
cies that promote the use of technology-related innovations in the classroom are 
inserted into well-known arrangements in which, although the possibility of 
change exists, this change may not be as radical as expected: 


Considered as bricolage, innovation in local social practice (including 
discourse as the practice of talk) can be seen as tactical reuse of pre-existing 
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elements. As a process of hybridization it innovates by connecting the old 
with the new—that is precisely how it accomplishes the new. What is “new” 
in such innovations is only a tiny percentage of the whole. What makes for 
novelty is the new combination of forms to perform certain functions, not 
the newness of the individual formal elements themselves. The new juxta- 
position of elements of form within new arrays of functions makes for a 
change from the way in each element or feature is seen separately. This is 
a kind of reframing. 

(Erickson 2004, 167) 


The changes proposed by the 2006 middle school reform are neither automatic, 
nor radical, nor provoked by the presence of technology. I will argue that the use 
of technology for teaching purposes in this context implies the use of literacy 
practices and demands the recognition, as well as the reintegration, of certain 
contextual elements. As my example will demonstrate, the use of technology 
involves social practices that can potentially promote the construction of knowl- 
edge and meanings and therefore cannot be isolated from the contexts in which 
these are produced. Technology use in Mexican schools, then, requires a deep 
analysis of the way this use can contribute to or restrict the students’ and teachers’ 
learning opportunities. 


Methodological and Theoretical Points of Reference 
that Outline the Study of Technology Use 


This chapter is part of a broader research project.! Fieldwork took place in four 
secondary schools during the school year of 2006-2007. I observed the teachers’ 
work in the Media Room (a room with computers and a person in charge of 
managing the hardware, software and didactic material), as well as in each of the 
teachers’ classrooms. I chose Nico’s class as a case study of how one teacher uses 
technology in his teaching and designs a situation for his students to use the com- 
puter and the Internet to complete an academic assignment using texts and 
images. To carry out the analysis, I first reproduce the conditions of the classroom 
in which this teacher’s actions are situated and modified; and in order to achieve 
this, I use dimensions such as time, spaces, actors, interaction, and feelings to 
examine what I observed (Spradley, 1980). 

In order to analyze the interaction in the classrooms I took an ethnographical 
approach and made use of elements from sociolinguistics and the New Literacy 
Studies (Heath and Street, 2008). My central interest was to study some specific 
aspects of everyday life in the classroom and the social practices that take place 
there (Green and Bloome, 1997). This approach helped me bring out other 
important contextual elements; understanding these as what accompanies, gives 
shape to and situates the production of meaning by the actors (Floriani, 1994). 
From sociolinguistics I incorporated approaches to the analysis of speech, that 
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involve inferring the teacher’s thinking and understanding and the socio- 
pedagogical links among the different actors (Cazden, 1988; Coates, 1996; Edwards 
and Mercer, 1987; Gumperz, 1999; Kalman, 2005; Mercer, 1997). 

Literacy is more than knowing how to read and write. From the New Literacy 
Studies perspective (Street, 2008), its meaning refers to how people “participate in 
the social world through written culture, without invalidating the different ways 
and formats that are used for this purpose” (Kalman, 2003, 17). The texts’ nature 
and genre, as well as the needs to produce meaning, have been modified with 
technology (Ferreiro, 2010; Kalman, 2009) (an email is different from a letter or a 
telegram), and they need more complex perspectives for their analysis: 


Literacy is often narrowly considered as simple acts of communication 
through the use of written and read words, and sometimes includes speak- 
ing and listening. Thus literacy “skills” and instruction focus on the descrip- 
tion of these skills and school activities to deliver their intentional 
development. But literacy is far more, and to examine its nature and conse- 
quences within technologies of communication requires a broader, cultural 
perspective. 

(Myers, Hammet, and McKillop, 2000, 102). 


The use of communication and information technology can be understood as an 
extension of literacy because it encourages the use of different modes of represen- 
tation—such as sound, image, or video—to build meanings. In today’s world, the 
variety of options for communication, as well as cultural and linguistic diversity, 
demand a way of explaining how meaning that goes beyond written and oral 
language is constructed and is able to account for these other forms of visual, 
auditory, and dynamic representations (Kress, 2003; NLG, 1996). At the practical 
level and subsequent to this theoretical shift, a literacy pedagogy placed in specific 
local frameworks is needed (NLG, 1996) for promoting design in new techno- 
logical environments, and for students and teachers to represent, interpret, and 
consciously manipulate language and information. This involves giving new 
meanings to literacy, and participating in socially valued activities (Dyson, 1997; 
Kalman, 2004; Myers, Hammet, and McKillop, 2000). Ideally, in any classroom, 
regardless of what subject is being taught, reading, writing, talking, and listening 
take place. In the particular case of a geography class, for instance, maps, images, 
and graphics are designed and interpreted, and it is necessary to support students 
and help them through these activities, and to know how to interpret and use 
these modes, so they can build a sense of what they read, listen to, and watch every 
day regarding the world in which they live (Roberts, 2003). 

In this chapter I start from the assumption that it is possible to use technology 
to construct knowledge and learning (Jonassen, Peck and Wilson, 1999; Kress, 
2003; Resnick, 2006). I therefore propose the notion of technology in education to 
be understood as the situated use of tools that contribute to students’ learning. 
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Such use would be framed by the context as well as by different visions of 
learning, information, knowledge, curricula, and affordances* of technology. This 
involves moving beyond simple technological determinism to recognize ways in 
which the articulation of these elements can favor or restrict construction and 
negotiation of meanings, design, or the students’ creative thinking. 

Because it is a social practice, then, the use of technology is not neutral 
(Lankshear, Snyder, and Green, 2000; Street, 1984). Uses and benefits of technol- 
ogy are not universal as policies suggest; rather, they respond to ideological inter- 
ests and are anchored to particular visions and local conditions of people who face 
implementation demands (Street, 2003). For these reasons, I have an interest in 
analyzing situated uses of technology and in portraying some of the power condi- 
tions particularly affecting academic communication practices (Lea and Street, 
2006) that are also part of the context. 


Policies and Ideologically Influenced 
Constructions of Technology 


Middle school in Mexico is attended by adolescents who are between 12 and 15 
years of age. This level of education became compulsory in Mexico only as late 
as 1993. In 2006 the Secretary of Public Education (SEP) began implementing an 
educational reform aimed at encouraging the students’ capacities that would lead 
them to develop critical thinking and reflection, exercise civil rights and demo- 
cratic participation, exchange knowledge through different means, be health 
conscious, protect the environment, and participate in an increasingly versatile 
labor market (DOF, 2006). 

According to the SEP, information and communication technologies 
(ICT) “offer far reaching didactic and pedagogical possibilities” for educating the 
citizens of a “technologically advanced” society (DOF, 2006, 10) and for this 
reason one nodal element of this reform is the introduction of ICT. This ten- 
dency obeys, at least in part, the world wide pressures to reduce what the inter- 
national policy agencies call the “digital divide”: 


The division of the World into two groups: rich countries and poor coun- 
tries, has become greater in the last 50 years. What is more surprising about 
this growing bimodal distribution of income is that it is not caused by dif- 
ferences in the accumulation of capital, but by differences in knowledge 
and in technology. The countries of the North have continued generating 
increasingly productive technologies, which according to statistical studies 
explain at least half of their economic growth. However, most countries of 
the South have not been capable to fully benefit from these new tech- 
nologies; and, unfortunately, Latin America is inserted in the less dynamic 
group. 

(Perry, De Ferranti, Gil, et al., 2003, 1). 
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In this quote from the World Bank, countries are no longer seen as divided only 
geographically, economically, and politically, but now they are classified in terms 
of the “use” they make of new technologies. These tendencies have become con- 
crete in the official Mexican documents emphasizing the presence of ICT and its 
supposed power for achieving educational changes. 


ICT favor interdisciplinary work in the classroom due to the fact that they 
offer the possibility to display multiple representations of a same situation or 
phenomenon on a screen. 


(DOF, 2006, 10) 


It is taken as a fact that ICT on their own favor learning. Therefore, the role of the 
teacher in promoting interactions among students through the use of different 
resources becomes blurred. This is reflected in the economic investments that 
give priority to buying equipment over training teachers; and training remains a 
pending task (INEE, 2009). In this context, ICT acquire a mythical power (Guerrero, 
2011) because of the extraordinary qualities attributed to them, independently of 
the fact that this may be true or not. The results obtained differ from this power 
(Cuban, 1986), because the use of ICT does not in itself guarantee improvement 
in teaching—learning processes (Kalman, 2006), or in students’ achievements in the 
standardized examinations (Bruce and Hogan, 1998; Domaine, 2009). Information 
and communication technologies also do not themselves guarantee the yearned 
for equity in the use of technology (Warschauer, 2002). 

However, the ideological exploitation of technology in education is similar 
to the assumptions applied to literacy in the 1960s, when it became the criterion 
that marked the difference between the civilized and the primitive (Goody 
and Watt, 1968) and was considered key for achieving economic development, 
democratization processes, and political participation (Kalman, 2008). The gaps 
assumed to be marked before by literacy are also now assumed because of 
technology use: 


just as ICT access is a prerequisite for full participation in the informational 
stage of capitalism, literacy was (and remains) a prerequisite for full partici- 
pation in the earlier industrial stages of capitalism [...] they are both tied to 
somewhat controversial notions of societal divides: the great literacy divide 
and the digital divide. 

(Warschauer, 2002, 6) 


To contribute to the discussion of what in fact constitutes those gaps, I will ana- 
lyze classroom conditions and technology use by one teacher. In the same way 
that literacy does not only refer to skills and competences but also to social par- 
ticipation, the use of technology does not depend only on the presence of a 
machine, but on the social practices that are promoted through such use. 
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The Complex Context of the Classroom and 
Teaching Practice: Time, Spaces, Actors, Interaction, 
and Feelings within a Seventh Grade Classroom 


The complexity of what happens at school is reflected in the relationship between 
stability and change (Cuban, 1986). Stability is present in certain rituals and norms 
(Jackson, 1975) and in elements of curricular structures such as contents, times, 
spaces, and resources (De Ibarrola, 2006). However, not everything that happens is 
predetermined, because the classrooms are also “cultures in the making,” spaces in 
which members construct and reconstruct the events of everyday life. With their 
discourse and through interaction, they also construct and reconstruct social 
meanings (Collins and Green, 1992; Green and Dixon, 1993; Hicks, 1996; 
Yeager, 2006). Modifications in the classrooms can be detected through the 
details and changes in the interaction and collaboration among individuals (Sicilia 
and Lytras, 2005). 

Given the impossibility of addressing all the dimensions in the classroom, I will 
only refer to some that came up through observation. These dimensions are: time, 
spaces, actors, interaction, and feelings within the classroom (Spradley, 1980). 

The geography curriculum for 2006 in Mexico was intended to solve the 
problems that the 1993 curriculum experienced, such as the large amount of 
content that favored description, and made deep understanding and establishment 
of relationships between academic contents and the students’ everyday lives dif- 
ficult to achieve (SEP, 2006a). The current curriculum (SEP, 2006b) is made up of 
approximately 166 curricular topics that need to be covered in 175 classes of 50 
minutes. However, much of that time goes to taking roll, getting students settled, 
and picking up the previous class’s finishing place. A result of this is that effective 
teaching and learning time is reduced to approximately 35 minutes. 

The strategy that Nico uses to cover the long list of topics is the following: first, 
he makes a presentation on the blackboard of the corresponding subject, and then 
this presentation is followed by questions and answers (Cuban, 1986; Mercer, 
1997; see also Rockwell, this volume). On some occasions he leaves time for the 
students to voice their questions or to exchange comments. Sometimes Nico 
organizes the work in the classroom through groups; however, often while 
students work together, the teacher tends to hurry the students: “fast, 
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you have 
three minutes to finish.” In one of these sessions the time was very limited to 
conclude the presentations of all the work that the students had produced within 
their teams during the class. Nico tried to allow all of them to present their results 
rapidly; therefore, he let some inaccurate assertions pass: for instance, some stu- 
dents confused cities with states and Nico did not correct them. 

Some of the other teachers observed during data collection of the broader 
project use technology to meet the curricular content demand: they choose a 
video suggested by the Secretary of Public Education (SEP) that follows the order 
of topics as presented in the curriculum and, in this way, they cover several 
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required contents in a brief amount of time; i.e. they cover a topic estimated to 
take up to 2 weeks in just 50 minutes, making time for covering other aspects of 
the curriculum. As a result, technology becomes a vehicle for transmitting infor- 
mation. Domaine (2009) calls this the instruction plug-in model, which reflects 
an epistemology in which knowledge is acquired by connecting the brain of the 
students to devices that allow them to receive the information and to use it. 
In other words, the assumption is that we learn from the technology, but not by 
doing something with it (Jonassen, Peck, and Wilson, 1999). At the time they select 
a video, the teachers consider that they “covered” the long list of required topics, 
and at the same time have complied with the demand of using ICT. What actually 
happened is that they did not modify the teaching patterns learned over years of 
professional practice. 

Besides a lack of time, Nico also must meet the demands related to the use of 
spaces at school. The teacher goes daily to the classroom to meet with his class. 
When he decides to develop an activity involving technology he goes to another 
room called the Media Room. Since the 1990s, these types of rooms have been a 
common feature in most public middle schools: setting them up was an important 
part of the policy initiatives to make technology available to teachers and students. 
These rooms have a projector, a screen (often improvised by using a board painted 
white), televisions, a collection of videos, and between 20 and 30 computers that 
do not always work and whose repair represents a long bureaucratic procedure 
(Kalman, 2006). These elements vary according to the school. In some schools 
the use of the Internet is forbidden and in others it is allowed. In Nico’s school 
the Internet is used under the supervision of the person in charge of the Media 
Room, Alex. During the field work it became apparent to me that these two 
teachers had a good working relationship, their interactions were informal, 
they joked often,’ and generally seemed at ease. This relationship influenced the 
development of the students’ activities involving technology, because, apart from 
positioning himself as an apprentice and collaborator, Nico felt confident enough 
to ask Alex to help him with an activity involving technology (Hicks, 1996; 
Tuyay, 1999). He also encouraged Alex’s intervention in the class in which Nico 
presented the PowerPoint® presentation that both teachers had made together, to 
which I will refer further. This, the shared teaching practice between two teach- 
ers, is something that is not seen frequently in Mexican classrooms. 

The possibility of change appears within the dimension of the interaction 
between all the participants; not only interactions between teachers but also 
between the teacher and students and through the feelings generated by these 
relationships (Spradley, 1980). Despite the fact that at times Nico appears author- 
itarian and extremely attached to the curriculum, he often promotes participation 
by his students: he allows them to go to the blackboard to explain something, or 
encourages them to ask questions, to make comments, or to express their feelings. 
Nico fluctuates between the heterogeneous teaching practices of a traditional or 
authoritarian teacher, and those of a flexible teacher (Guerrero, 2011). This is also 
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reflected in the different visions he has about learning: sometimes he believes that 
learning is based on transmitting information; and other times (like the day he 
designed a lesson in which he made origami with his students) he seems to believe 
that learning is related to collaborating, and to helping his students achieve 
specific goals either with the help of others or by themselves (Vygotsky, 1995; 
Edwards and Mercer, 1987). In this origami class, Nico encouraged his students to 
build a spaceship. He demonstrated what he wanted them to achieve, accompa- 
nied them throughout the process, gave them time and opportunities to make 
mistakes, and promoted mutual help among them. 

In the above description, I have depicted some of the aspects of schooling that 
illustrate the complexity of the classroom context and of teaching. While they 
cannot necessarily be generalized to all teachers, they illustrate elements of the 
reality of school that make it important for teachers and researchers alike to con- 
sider the uses given to technology as situated practices. Given the above, it can be 
concluded that it is the classroom practices, the way teacher and students organize 
and engage in activities that use computers and the Internet (and not the technol- 
ogy per se), that provide the possibility of bringing about authentic social learning 
and participation for students and teachers alike, as has been shown in research 
elsewhere (Cuban, 1986; Cuban, Kirkpatrick, and Peck, 2001; Lankshear, Snyder, 
and Green, 2000). 


Nico Uses Technology for Teaching 


The first time Nico tried to develop an activity with digital technology he decided 
to make a PowerPoint® presentation choosing the Victoria Falls as an example in 
order to talk about the Cultural Heritage of Humankind, a topic in the curricu- 
lum. Nico did not know how to use the software, so he asked Alex (the teacher in 
charge of the Media Room) for help. Alex showed him how to download images 
from the Internet and how to insert them in the presentation—in other words, he 
showed Nico how to operate the technological resource: 


Then we went on line with the teacher, eh: I came and told him what the 
topic was and we started searching ... He, the teacher [Alex] helped me. 
I found the sources and then only started telling him what I needed [...] 
(We are just starting to work like this) everything is new. 

(N1290507)4 


Nico employs the plural to refer to the interaction between Alex and himself— 
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“we gotinto,” “westarted,” “wefound” (“nos metimos,” “empezamos,” “encontramos’’) 
are phrases used to denote collaboration. The teachers designed a new type of text 
to be presented on screen, and even if there was little authorship in doing this, 
because they copied and pasted textual information from the Internet, the build- 


ing process of the document is unquestionably social (Hicks, 1996). In the context 
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of Mexican middle schools, this interaction is very significant, because collabora- 
tion among teachers is infrequent despite the initiatives of the SEP that have 
intended to promote collegiate bodies. These attempts for the most part have 
failed: teachers “learn to be alone within a collective, to individually sort out the 
issues of their work, school and professional lives on their own” (Sandoval, 2000, 
345). Interaction among teachers reveals a new way to promote learning. Nico felt 
confident about asking Alex for help and positioning himself as learner and 
collaborator (Hicks, 1996; Tuyay, 1999). 

The teacher took his students to the Media Room. Ten minutes of class time 
was spent on the students going upstairs to the second floor, forming a line in 
front of the room, and sitting in pairs. The physical distance between both class- 
rooms is evident. The two of them are far apart. Because of these space issues, 
teachers who decide to go to the Media Room invest more time than necessary 
in activities involving technology, because they have to move from one place to 
another. The distribution model for computers at schools is based on the one for 
laboratories: this means that computers are placed facing the wall in special rooms 
that are located away from the conventional classrooms. This model seems to 
restrict the teachers’ performance apart from prioritizing the operating manage- 
ment of ICT over other curricular learning (Jara, 2008) because, first, the teachers 
need to plan a special class; then, they need to organize their group to move to the 
Media Room; they need to figure out a way to sit the students before the com- 
puters; and they need to have projection or working materials ready. Other distri- 
bution models, like the ones that place some computers directly in the classrooms, 
seem to facilitate their use in a more fluid way during class time, because such 
computer use is promoted according to the development needs of the class: for 
instance, class work requiring looking up specific queries or solving particular 
questions. 

Alex and Nico projected the presentation to the students. Alex instructed the 
students to open the file containing the same presentation located on the desktop 
of each computer. Meanwhile, Nico tried to help them so they could follow 
Alex’s instructions on their respective computers. Nico anticipated only one of 
the affordances, that is, the possibilities of use offered by PowerPoint® in view of its 
social and physical characteristics (Kress, 2003; Kress and Bezemer, 2009): in this 
case, its use to display information. The selection of the resource is shaped by 
their social beliefs regarding its use (projection and transmission), the work of the 
teacher, and learning (Godwin and Sutherland, 2004), and many times these 
beliefs limit interactions within the classroom. 

Nico started his presentation by showing the slides, and then he told the 
students: “You are going to ... we are all going at the same time, eh?” (N1290507), 
as if he was anticipating that it would take his students less time to explore the 
presentation than what it would take him to actually present it. During the display, 
the teacher assigned turns to the students to read out loud, to repeat what was 
written on the slides. For Nico, the presentation had to be read and listened to by 
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all at the same time. It is important to note that the repetition of information is a 
practice that the 2006 reform explicitly suggests modifying. The reform docu- 
ment notes: “The teaching practices that prevail in the classroom are: mechanical 
repetition of information and strong attachment to the textbook” (SEP, 2006a, 
12). However, practices like the one observed in the Media Room were not 
documented in Nico’s conventional classroom because there, before he starts to 
present a topic, he generally devotes a few minutes of class time to the students 
reading their textbooks individually and then presenting the material. During his 
presentation, students ask questions or make spontaneous contributions. 

Nico tried to recover this way of interacting with his students by promoting 
their participation during the PowerPoint® presentation and when he tried to pose 
questions about the measures being taken to protect the site that was included in 
his slides. He asked things like: “What do you think about this?” “What else can 
you comment about that?” “What is the intention of this message that was given 
to us?” These questions, apart from resulting in ambiguity for the students, reflect 
the way Nico distanced himself from the information presented in the paragraph 
drafted by unknown authors (i.e. when he says: “given to us”); regardless of the 
fact that he had made the presentation, he showed limited ownership of what was 
written in it. 

The material character of the object from where the students read (in this case 
the computer screen) is important, because during the reading protocols it is pos- 
sible to give plural meanings to the texts (Chartier quoted by Rockwell, 2001) 
despite the fact that their material character is the same, people can construct 
different versions of the same object, generate interactions with other community 
members and gain learning experiences from them (Pahl and Rowsell, 2010). 
In this context the computer was used to confirm a way of reading that restricts 
the opportunities of appropriation and construction of meaning as well as to pro- 
mote very precise interactions between teacher and students because this way of 
reading is based on the mechanical act of repetition of the information displayed. 
This reading protocol was favored by the display of the slides’ presentation on the 
screen. The fact that the teachers have set ideas about the restrictions or possi- 
bilities of technology, and that they articulate them with their ideas about school 
activities (in this case reading), can sabotage or contribute in a negative way to the 
communication goals within the classroom. In this example, the PowerPoint® presen- 
tation worked as a plug-in resource, namely, to present or transmit information, 
and to restrict conversation instead of promoting it (Domaine, 2009). 

After finishing reading out loud from the slides with text, Nico asked the 
students to explore the slides with images: “And as from now, you will only look 
at all the slides that we have, freely [...] free access, until the map” (N1290507). 
The expression “free access” means that the teacher authorized the students to 
advance the slides at their own pace. The students explored spontaneously, with- 
out receiving suggestions regarding where to focus their attention. Most of them 
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finished the task in under four minutes; two of them in seven seconds. Nico asked 
the students who had finished looking at the slides to raise their hands. When he 
noticed that most of the students had finished looking at them in very little time, 
he added: “But calmly, ah? Because if you pass them too quickly, it doesn’t work” 
(N1290507). 

The teacher had put emphasis on the slide with the map because it allowed 
him to legitimize the geographic content that was included in the ICT activity. 
However, when he got to the map, the teacher limited his comments to a super- 
ficial description of some of its features: 


P: Well, I believe that most of us are already in the map. Those who are in 
the map, they mark for us there the riverbed of the river from the entire 
zone that we are looking at, and especially they are framing for us the 
Victoria cataracts. There, and then, they mark for us two air routes of people 
who make the tours for this place; we are speaking about the river Zwambeze 
in the central part of Africa. The following one please [...] Free access. 
(N1290507) 


Nico is the one who describes the main features of the map. He seems to believe 
in a possible beneficial effect of images in the learning process of his students; that 
is, he has the idea that, by merely looking at the images, his students will acquire 
knowledge; as if the meaning of the images would depend only on the image 
itself, and not on the interpretative activity of the student reader. Though objects 
can have certain meaning in terms of their material character, for some people 
and in certain areas they may have no value. However, to the extent in which 
teachers promote further possibilities of interpretation and construction of mean- 
ing derived from them, these objects can promote powerful learning (Pahl and 
Rowsell, 2010). This activity with technology, in difference from other activities 
such as that of making origami, was not one in which the students showed them- 
selves intellectually committed in terms of what the 2006 reform demands or 
expects. 

When the exploring of slides finished, the teacher gave instructions for home- 
work: “Now, kids, what we want is more or less a situation like this in your own 
work ... to be precise, you need to look up several Internet pages so you can get 
information, specially about the slides, because you need to look for the sites 
where all those pictures of places come from” (N1290507). 

Nico asks the students to look for Internet pages, to extract information, to 
find the pictures, and to make slides. He is asking them to reproduce the exact 
procedure followed by both teachers to make the presentation; a procedure that 
they did not make explicit to the students because the students only saw the final 
product. This aspect differs from what Nico does in other classes where he 
accompanies the students throughout the development of their assignments. 
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What this Episode Suggests 


The classroom is a complex environment with multiple interrelated dimensions 
that, along with the social interactions that occur there, give shape to the context 
where technology insertion takes place. Stability is perceived by the large amount of 
curricular contents and little time to cover them, or in the concepts of learning that 
equate it with the transmission of information. Nico’s case shows how the use of 
technology requires a different configuration of stable elements, i.e. time and space. 

Even though using technology offers the possibility to construct knowledge, 
in the case analyzed it appears as a straitjacket for the teacher’s actions. In other 
circumstances he shows teaching practices that are more flexible. The teacher uses 
the software to transmit information, and by doing this he restricts the students’ 
opportunities to make original contributions. This does not happen when he is 
not using technology. 

We also observe a limited understanding of the affordances offered by technol- 
ogy (apart from the projection of information). The teacher asked the students for 
a similar product to the one he presented, but he left the gradual process required 
to build this product in the dark. This differs from other classes (e.g. origami) in 
which he accompanies his students and demonstrates the activity. Nevertheless, 
the teachers produced an emergent text in a social way (Hicks, 1996); a product 
made in and for the screen. This highlights the need to “add value” to the techni- 
cal uses made by the teachers and to propose new professional development proc- 
esses to bring them closer to the uses of technology for producing and 
representing meanings (Lankshear and Knobel, 1997). 

The use of technology represents an opportunity to break with the teacher’s 
isolated practices that frequently, although not always, occurred in usual classroom 
practice. Collaboration between this teacher and the one in charge of the Media 
Room, even though it was related to operating aspects, shows the importance of 
mediators (Kalman, 2003) in constructing knowledge, and the need for teachers 
to move away from a role in which they are information providers to another one 
in which they can be apprentices and collaborators (Tuyay, 1999). However, the 
pre-established trust among the teachers influenced this collaboration; therefore 
one cannot think it possible to simply trigger this trust by decree. 


Conclusion: Technology Situated in 
New Contextual Configurations 


Throughout the chapter I have documented the situated nature of the use of 
technology in schools. My interest was to analyze the local meaning of this prac- 
tice and to avoid simplistic assertions (Street, 2009) related to literacy pedagogies 
that incorporate the use of technologies. 

There is a mythic and idealized construction of technology. However, what 
happens in the classroom clearly shows how its presence does not bring about 
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changes by itself, but that these are favored or restricted by the conditions and the 
context. It is, then, not possible to think about introducing technology or training 
teachers outside their concrete contexts. To speak about technology in the class- 
room implies thinking about it in terms of situated practices and social uses (and 
not only as distribution of equipment), in terms of the interactions that need to be 
promoted between teachers and students, and in terms of the necessary curricular 
adjustments to promote the use of technology to construct learning. In order to 
propel these changes, it is necessary to think of new ways of promoting collabora- 
tion as well as authentic interactions among teachers; to create new ways of con- 
ceiving the curriculum—much more powerful than those that refer only to 
addressing contents in a superficial and orderly way; to analyze the current notions 
of learning and technology that occur within the classroom; and to re-imagine all 
these notions from the perspective of the teaching practice. This is because what 
might cause powerful changes in the teaching practices are the arrangement and 
the weight of the social and technological elements, and not technology by itself. 
Understanding these possible configurations could be suggestive for creating 
new learning opportunities through the use of ICT and for making evident the 
ones that already exist in the classroom. As shown by the examples above, it is not 
possible to expect a pedagogical or a technological revolution by decree, but 
rather a succession of very gradual changes that in the very long term will end by 
transforming the educational scenario (Cuban, Kirkpatrick, and Peck, 2001). 


Notes 


NOTE: The author of this chapter has used pseudonyms throughout to protect the 
identities of students and instructors. 


1 Doctoral dissertation “Ahi esta el detalle: Cambios minusculos, rutas opacas 
y tecnologias miticas en la ensenanza de la geografia en secundaria” (“That is the point: 
small changes, blurred roads and mythic technologies in the teaching of geography 
in middle school”) that I wrote under the guidance of Dr. Judith Kalman at the 
Department of Educational Research of the Research Center for Advanced Studies. 
(Departamento de Investigaciones Educativas [DIE] del Centro de Investigacion y 
Estudios Avanzados |Cinvestav]. The research was financed by the National Council for 
Science and Technology (Consejo Nacional para la Ciencia y la Tecnologia [Conacyt] 
and inserted in the research agenda of the Laboratory of Education, Technology and 
Society (Laboratorio de Educacion, Tecnologia y Sociedad). 

2 Affordances (Kress, 2003) refers to the possibilities and limitations that a socially and 
culturally configured mode or “way” of representing knowledge (image, audio, writing, 
distribution of a page) offers. It allows a meaning maker to analyze the potentials of a 
“way” or a given semiotic resource and to (1) question its possibilities and limitations; 
(2) discern what it facilitates or not, in comparison with other “ways”; and (3) appreciate 
the achievement of different types of semiotic work and certain aspects of significance 
in his (or her) message. Said analysis is carried out in relation to his (or her) interests 
and characteristics of the audience to which this message will be destined (Kress and 
Bezemer, 2009). 

3 For example, during Alex’s visit to Nico’s classroom, Alex asked him if he had obtained 
the music of a popular singer. In this communicative situation of collusion, both 
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laughed expressing agreement (McDermott and Tylbor, 1995). They also joked about 
the condition of the computer that did not work and was placed at the classroom in 
which Nico was teaching. 

4 The codification employed in the transcription was: lengthen syllables::; pauses. ..; better 
approximation to what is inaudible (); comments related to actions (); suppression of 
fragments [...]. 
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PREAMBLES, QUESTIONS, AND 
COMMENTARIES: TEACHING 
GENRES AND THE ORAL 
MEDIATION OF LITERACY 


Elsie Rockwell 


Introduction 


Meaning is not inherent in texts but rather created through social interaction. 
This is true even in schools where authorities attempt to stabilize curricular con- 
tents through the distribution of uniform textbooks, and thus to guarantee a 
common basic education. Students’ relationship to school texts 1s largely mediated 
through surrounding interactions both in and out of the classroom. The teachers’ 
oral discourse has particular import, as it models, guides, and evaluates students’ 
relationship to textbook lessons, providing cues to ways of interpreting and pro- 
ducing meaning while reading the text. 

The literacy practices discussed below involve the use of particular speech 
genres in elementary classrooms where textbooks were the central, and at times 
the sole, written reference to curricular contents. Educators in the latter part of 
the 20th century in Mexico often assumed that the official textbooks placed 
heavy constraints upon teaching and homogenized classroom representations of 
curricular contents. My ethnographic research has pointed rather to the multiple 
ways in which teachers mediate the use of textbook lessons, often reflecting 
diverse pedagogic traditions that converge at a given time (Rockwell, 1995, 2000, 
2007; Guerrero, this volume). In this chapter, I compare discourse patterns of 
three quite different teachers during tasks that involve students in reading history 
textbook lessons in Mexican classrooms.'! Through the use of particular speech 
genres, these teachers mediate the textbook lessons in different ways, orienting 
students’ interpretations towards distinct meaning systems. By analyzing contex- 
tualization and intertextuality in the teachers’ discourse, I suggest that very differ- 
ent ways of establishing the meanings of particular texts—as well as the meaning 
of text itself—are in play. In light of this analysis, I argue that schooled literacy 
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practices do not produce a uniform “literate bias” in the transmission of academic 
content. Rather, the oral—written matrix of these classrooms reveals a range of 
literacy practices and of ways of verbally mediating students’ relationship to texts. 


Language and Literacy in the Classroom 


I approach reading and writing by reconstructing literacy practices through the 
ethnographic study of events that involve the use of written text (Street, 1984). 
In this perspective, all uses of writing are seen as social practices (even solitary 
reading) in that they are constituted within and through social relations and are 
embedded in broader social contexts and processes (Barton and Hamilton, 2005). 
As social practices, classroom literacy practices are set within communities and 
networks, and are often framed within structures of formal schooling marked by 
asymmetrical power relations, where students and teachers negotiate everyday 
class work. From this perspective, a literacy event such as reading a particular 
lesson is not self-contained, as textbooks bear the marks of their processes of pro- 
duction in other contexts, and both teachers and students mobilize skills and 
meanings from a variety of contexts towards the interpretation of and work with 
texts (Barton and Hamilton, 2005). 

I further consider literacy practices as cultural practices, a concept which adds 
different dimensions to the analysis. Scholars who regard uses of writing as cul- 
tural practices (e.g. Chartier, 1993) focus on the cultural tools and signs involved 
and on the ways literacy practices are recognized and appropriated—and in some 
cases named or renamed—within particular cultural communities or networks. 
In underscoring the cultural dimension, researchers situate literacy practices in 
shared structures of meaning and in historically generated chains of transmission 
and appropriation (Bakhtin, 1986). Particular practices are recognized, acknowl- 
edged, interpreted, and reproduced, albeit with constant modification, in appro- 
priate social situations. An example of a classroom cultural practice involving text 
is choral or rote recitation of textbook lessons, a widespread and recognizable 
practice within past and present school cultures. 

Approaching school literacy practices that are embedded in oral discourse 
opens the issue of the constraints that asymmetric power relations and specific 
participant structures place upon verbal forms used in classrooms. The classical 
discussion involves the weight of “triadic dialogue” (Lemke, 1990), also referred to 
as the IRE or IRF pattern (for Initiation-Response-Evaluation/Feedback), in 
interactions between teacher and student. This verbal form has been considered a 
default pattern of classroom discourse (Cazden, 1988/2001) and its prevalence has 
been documented in many contexts. However, triadic dialogue, sometimes 
considered “a sort of genre” (Lemke, 1990, 123), is certainly not the only genre 
used by teachers in their interaction with students. Studies have revealed both 
significant variations in the triadic pattern and an array of other verbal forms of 
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interaction in classrooms, including distinctly marked speech genres ranging from 
sermons to signifying. 

In a previous publication (Rockwell, 2000), I used evidence from discourse 
patterns of one teacher to show that “teaching genres” are an example of what 
Bakhtin (1986) called “secondary” or “complex” genres, in that they combine a 
variety of primary speech genres within the formal constraints of classroom 
interaction. Some genres, for example dictation, are considered specific to class- 
room instruction, and bear markers, such as intonation, that make them easy to 
recognize; students respond to the cues of dictation by taking up their pencils and 
writing certain parts of what the teacher says while responding differently to 
other parts (for example, they omit repetitions and respond appropriately to 
instructions such as “underline” or “in red”). An important aspect of the 
Bakhtinian concept of genre is that it is not limited to formal characteristics of 
discourse; it also refers to the substantive content represented in particular discur- 
sive forms. Thus, pieces of school knowledge become conventionalized (Edwards 
and Mercer, 1989) and encoded in generic forms, and are continually reproduced 
and subtly transformed in particular school cultures. For example, particular ver- 
sions of Mexican history—such as the struggle for Independence led initially by 
Miguel Hidalgo—are recurrent in the classrooms and school ceremonies observed 
in this and other studies, and take on generic qualities, including formulaic 
phrases (“freedom from slavery”, “rise up in arms”) that are readily acknowl- 
edged by students. 

Further discussion of speech genres enriches their use in describing classroom 
discourse. Bauman (1992, 132) stresses the dialogic nature of genres, in the 
Bakhtinian sense, “resting not primarily on dialogue in the turn-taking social 
interactional sense ... but on the interplay of two (or more) primary genres, each 
with its own formal and functional characteristics.” Attention to the interplay 
of genres captures one aspect of intertextuality, the significant linkages between 
discourses that are juxtaposed within a single text or utterance (Bloome and 
Egan-Robertson, 1993; Briggs and Bauman, 1992). Bauman’s approach to inter- 
textuality focuses on contextualization, a process through which performers 
situate their discourse in contexts that lend them authority or render them per- 
suasive, by establishing webs of intertextual linkages to particular cultural systems 
of meaning and interpretation (Bauman, 1992, 128, 142). Contextualization 
through intertextual reference is one of the ways teachers mediate school texts. 

Given the prevalence of contextualization in classrooms, it is important to keep 
in mind an argument developed years ago by Jean Lave, against the view of school- 
ing as a setting for “decontextualized” learning (Lave, 1996). Classrooms, as all 
other settings, are constructed as social contexts and sites for engaging in context- 
specific learning practices. Viewing classrooms as particular sorts of contexts forces 
us to ask questions regarding the complexity of activities involving children, 
teachers, textbooks, and meaning, set within ongoing social interaction. In what 
follows, I explore how texts are contextualized in classrooms through intertextual 


Preambles, Questions, and Commentaries 187 


reference, and how in some cases they become seemingly “decontextualized” 
through the use of specific, context-laden speech genres. 

Contextualization involves linguistic mediation, in the sense put forth by 
Baynham and Masing (2000, 207): “... the crossing/diminishing of distance 
linguistically, in terms of shifting to more familiar from more distant registers ...” 
By analyzing classroom mediation, I shift the focus from the students’ direct 
relationship to the textbook towards their experience of “reading a lesson” as a 
literacy practice shaped by/with their teachers.? I select moments in which teach- 
ers engage in verbal interaction with students while parts of the texts are taken up 
in the oral performance of reading. During such sequences, the distinction 
between oral and written modes becomes blurred. The teachers’ oral interven- 
tions encompass and draw attention to particular aspects of the texts and establish 
intertextual links with other discourses. They serve as benchmarks for interpreta- 
tion of the texts and signal accepted modes of relating to textual knowledge in the 
classroom. By studying variation in speech genres used in mediation, we may gain 
insight into the different ways in which schooled literacies build the semiotic 
environments within which learning takes place. 


The Cultural Context of Classroom Observations 


The present analysis draws on ethnographic research in elementary schools in two 
municipalities, Contla and Chiautempan, in the state of Tlaxcala in central Mexico, 
during several periods of fieldwork (the 1980s, 1990s, and 2010-2011). Within the 
past 30 years paved roads, public transportation, electricity, bureaucracy, and 
schooling have extended the urban zone past the municipal centers into the once 
rural areas. In the smaller towns on the hillside, where observations were made, 
some families still maintain small cornfields of vegetable gardens and raise poultry 
or herd sheep, though everyday life takes them to the municipal head towns and 
nearby cities for purchases and medical attention, jobs in factories or services, and 
higher education. The region offers interesting evidence of an oral—written matrix 
over an array of domains, as literacy practices are interwoven and articulated with 
oral discourse in complex ways. Within this social context, as most others, an 
oral/literate dichotomy does not hold. As elsewhere, uses of writing are context- 
bound, and their significance is a consequence of local culture and social relations 
(Rockwell, 2010). 

This is equally true for classroom contexts. Since 1960 the national Secretariat 
of Public Education has published and delivered free of charge to each elementary 
school child graded texts and workbooks covering all primary school subjects. 
Textbooks mobilize specific contents defined by distant actors—in this case the 
national teams involved in periodically producing the new curricula and writing 
textbooks, who in turn draw on current scholarship—and bring them into 
the classroom in a transportable form (Nespor, 1997). Though graded readers 
and a few texts were available before this program, the free textbooks produced 
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significant changes, as they became the most tangible expression of the official 
curriculum within the classroom, and provided students with textual and graphic 
representations of contents that were often different from those offered by teach- 
ers. However, the textbooks did not determine uniform teaching practices or 
learning outcomes; rather, the uses of textbooks in class were variously defined by 
teaching traditions ranging from the most ritualized modes of recitation to more 
open forms of teaching. Texts were received and interpreted by both teachers and 
students within preexisting structures of meaning. 

The following three examples include very brief extracts taken from observa- 
tion protocols and audio-recordings of classroom interaction. In all cases, the les- 
sons included reading parts of the history text; however, the practices varied from 
individual students reading aloud to the class, to silent reading by all students, to 
the teacher reading the text aloud while students followed in their own textbooks. 
In all three cases, teachers also posed comprehension questions, though the manner 
differed: the first teacher asked students to answer questions orally, while writing 
the answers on the board; the second involved dictated questions to be written 
and answered individually by the students as deskwork; the third incorporated 
oral questions into her own ongoing commentary on the text. I examine the 
generic texture of each extract in turn as well as the intertextual references and 
contextualization implied in the teachers’ oral mediation of the texts. 


A Preamble to the Text: The Idea of Liberty 


The first class, a fifth grade observed in 1981, was taught by Eufemio,° a teacher 
with 30 years of experience, trained in the normal schools of the post-revolution- 
ary period. He was principal of a small school in the municipal head town, and 
was substituting for one of his teachers, who was absent that day. This textbook 
lesson was on “the idea of liberty” that began to change the political panorama in 
Europe, and began as follows: 


THE IDEA OF LIBERTY* 

All human groups need a government and laws in order to live and work in peace. 
As time passes, human needs, ideas, customs and interests change, and so the forms 
of government and laws change. For this reason, we find different types of govern- 
ment, and different ideas and opinions on the best way to govern a country. 


We will study several examples. 


In Europe, during the Middle Ages, social organization was unjust: there were 
nobles who possessed lands and serfs who worked for the nobles ...? [Continues on 
the Middle Ages and rise of cities. ] 


Eufemio asked the children to open their history textbooks to this lesson. He then 
read the title and immediately offered them what he later termed a “preamble.” 
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During his intervention, lasting several minutes, he anticipated the content of the 
lesson and expanded the notion of the “idea of liberty” with reference to topics 
more familiar to the students. The tone and intertextual connections of this pre- 
amble can be observed in the following excerpt: 


T: (he holds the textbook open in front of the class, students have their 
own texts as well)® [.....] we have not always had liberty... because there 
has not always existed the same type of government ... [.....] once there 
were kings ...monarchs ... and slavery [interruption at the door] we have 
said that the world community at different times has suffered terrible slav- 
ery ... and those people who suffered always dreamt with ideas of liberty 
[.....] as Lread the idea of liberty ... limagine the peoples that were enslaved 
in antiquity [.....] for example, in Mexico ... Europeans had their colonies 
in Mexico ... in Africa [.....] those Europeans who arrived with more cul- 
ture and more technology tried to take over land here to establish their 
industry ... and earn capital ... but what was the situation (?) ... they came 
to exploit cheap labor ... to install industry and commerce [.....] then the 
people, anxious, desiring liberty ... began to have the idea of liberty ... that 
Mexico should not be dominated by Spain [.....] do you remember who 
freed us from slavery (?)... (students answer Miguel Hidalgo) [.....] so... that 
is in general what you are going to study ... later you will see it in detail... 
[.....] this is the preamble ... now we are going to read 


Eufemio presented the content of the lesson within a discourse characteristic 
of the tradition of teaching associated with the post-revolutionary period. 
The content of the textbook lesson refers to social changes occurring after 
the Middle Ages, as ideas of liberty spread in European nations; it mentions 
serfdom as a characteristic of the feudal age and attributes the struggle for free- 
dom to the dissemination of the “idea of liberty.” The preamble, by contrast, 
includes intertextual references to an encoded version of social injustice and 
the evolution of societal forms, from feudalism to capitalism, including the 
establishment of colonies and exploitation of labor by Europeans in the New 
World. This history was disseminated in Mexico during the years of socialist 
education (1930s) and survived among the elder teachers of the region. The 
teacher further contextualized the lesson by connecting serfdom with slavery, 
a term easily associated with the well-known episode in the struggle for 
Mexican Independence from Spain, when Hidalgo declared independence and 
proclaimed the abolishment of slavery (not accomplished until years later) in 
the Spanish colonies. Independence Day speeches commonly state that Hidalgo 


’ 


“freed us [all] from slavery,” extending the notion of slavery to the colonial 
position of the nation as “subjected to Spain,” or “under the yoke of Spanish 
rule.” This version constitutes a recognizable speech genre, a conventional ren- 


dering of national history. 
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As students took turns reading the text, Eufemio continued to comment and 
inserted rhetorical questions, which the students had little difficulty in answering 
as he gave sufficient cues to elicit rote “yes” or “no” answers. Though framed in 
the IRE/F pattern, these questions were not testing students’ previous knowledge; 
rather the teacher sought verbal acquiescence with the meaning of his preamble. 
Several questions verged on the “injustice” of the feudal lord/serf relations, and at 
times linked the content of the text to the present-day experience of the children, 
a discursive move that was common among teachers of his generation. In some of 
these exchanges students seemed unwilling to answer. For example: 


= 


T: as human beings, do we not have the right to live in equality? 

2. Ss: (in unison) Yes ... 

3. T: it was as though a feudal lord were here, and told you, ‘come and work 
my fields’, and you harvested his crops and gave them to him, and then he 
would give you (of the crops) only the indispensable ... that was the Middle 
Ages, we were all in darkness [...] was it fair that only a few people owned 
land and the rest were workers(?) 

4. Ss: no (only a few students answer no, though cues contained in the structure 
of the question that calls for a negative seem to be sufficient). 

5. T: now, though, can’t we all own land? (Most students remain silent, two or 
three say yes, in a low voice). 

6. T: yes, we all can ... some have more plots, because they have bought them, 

but other who do not, can buy land. In that time only the nobles could have 

land. 


The teacher attempted to situate the students in relation to the text in turn 3: 
“Tt was as though a feudal lord were here, and told you, ‘Come and work my 
fields ...”” This re-creation of a hypothetical situation involving the students, 
strengthened by the use of direct discourse, is a traditional teaching genre found 
in older pedagogical dissertations. The teacher continued by establishing a con- 
trast, stating that in feudal times only nobles could have land, while in the present 
day all could own land.’ 

The nature of the questions posed both during the initial preamble and while 
reading the text related the contents to meanings or terms that were more familiar 
to the students, both through previous schooling (the story of Hidalgo and the 
abolition of slavery) and in their everyday lives (the ownership of land). It also 
allowed the teacher to introduce themes that were distant from the literal content 
of the lesson but more familiar to students. Through these discursive moves, 
meanings were mobilized to interpret the text through references to other topics, 
although not all of these links were accepted by the students, as evidenced by their 
silence in relation to the statement that now everyone could own land. The range 
of associated meanings was set forth but also delimited by the teacher’s discourse. 
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As a model of what it means to read and to understand a written text, this form 
of mediation implicitly fostered reference to other structures of meaning derived 
from both previous classroom experiences and everyday life. Through this sort of 
contextualization, the teacher mediated the practice of reading in a particular 
manner: meaning can be drawn from other contexts and taken to the text. 


Towards a Literal Meaning: What Was France Like? 


The second case took place in 1983, with the sixth-grade class in a small rural 
village, where most parents worked their fields and herded sheep, though many 
were also weavers. The young teacher of this class, Ramon, was particularly intent 
upon teaching reading, and would urge his students to read anything they could 
find. He often modeled by reading the textbook lesson in a slow and even voice. 
He told me that he always attempted to “draw out” (extraer) students’ understand- 
ing of what they had read, rather than “transmitting” contents to them through 
verbal lecturing. In this case he was intent on having the children recall the literal 
content of the lesson. The lesson is on the French Revolution, and begins with a 
description of France, as follows: 


THE FRENCH REVOLUTION: A REVOLUTION IS_ IN 
PREPARATION 

France is one of the largest countries of Europe and also one of the most populous. It 
has a temperate climate and it rains abundantly in winter. There are many rivers and 
the soil is fertile; for this reason, agriculture is an important activity; they grow cere- 
als, potatoes, fruit, grapevine, vegetables. Animal husbandry is also developed, and, 
keep livestock. Cows give good milk for the production of cheese. 

In the 18th century, France was a wealthy and powerful country, with a large 
army. Its king, Louis XIV, had several beautiful palaces built, where splendid fes- 
tivities were celebrated. Paris, the capital, was the most famous city of Europe. 
Apparently everything was going well, but only for the aristocrats, the high clergy and 
some of the wealthy townspeople who lived in luxury. Most inhabitants of the country 
lived miserably. The peasants, artisans and burghers were the only ones to pay taxes, 
and in spite of that, they had no rights and no laws to protect them [...] Peasants were 
the poorest social class, they worked hard and, on certain days, served their lords with 


no pay.® 


After students had read the lesson in silence for about 10 minutes, the teacher 
asked them to close their books and began to ask questions. 


1. T: let’s see, you must know it [the lesson] by heart now, tell me what you 
know. 
2. Juliana: (begins to answer) The peasants (inaudible) ... 
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3. T: (interrupts): no, first, what is the lesson about(?) (the students do not 
answer) 

4. T: (provides the answer) the French revolution, it says they are preparing the 
revolution ... why does it say that(?) (further questioning does not produce 
answers) 

5. T: let’s see, Angeles, in France, what was there(?) 

6. Angeles: lots of fertile fields, rivers, and sheep (taking livestock in the text to 
mean sheep) 

7. T: and what does it say about the sheep(?) (Angeles does not answer, and other 
students begin to laugh, perhaps responding to the teacher’s intonation) 

8. T: (asks Felipe) What do you remember(?) 

9. Felipe: Louis XIV wanted France and ... (inaudible) (he refers to a later part 
of the lesson) 

10. T: and(?) 

11. Felipe: the artisans and burghers ... 

12. T: (again interrupts) First, let’s see what they say France is, is it poor or rich, 
with much cattle, or little cattle(?) 

13. Felipe: lots of cattle 

14. Juan: it had many towns 

15. T: you have not spoken well, you have not expressed yourselves ... What 
was the weather like(?) 

16. Benito: warm. 

17. T: what was produced(?) 

18. Ss (several at a time): Fruit, potatoes, grapevine (vid) 

19. T: and what is vid? (The students don’t answer) ... I thought you didn’t 
know ... vid are the grapevines, it comes from vinedos (vineyards) where 
grapes are planted ... Have you seen them on television? How they produce 
wine(?) OK, grapevines ... and what else? (students do not answer) 

20. T: what was France like then(?) Was it poor, or rich(?) 


Students are increasingly reticent even in the face of fairly easy answers, so 
the teacher changes strategies and announces a written questionnaire, which he 
proceeds to dictate to the students. 

This extract has little variation in its generic texture. The structure of 
interaction followed the triadic pattern closely: sequences are initiated (I) by a 
question from the teacher, followed by student responses (or lack thereof) (R), and 
terminating with implicit or explicit evaluative moves favoring answers taken 
from the text (E) (in lines 3, 7, 10, 12, 15), at times combined with a new initia- 
tion. Contextualization was accomplished through the questions Ramon addressed 
to the students and the answers that he accepted as valid. After a false start, when 
he asked them what they knew and Juliana mentioned campesinos (peasants), 
Ramon reframed the question as: “first, what is the lesson about?” He then 
redirected the children’s attention by reading the title and subtitle of the lesson. 
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The questions he formulated are representative of a speech genre; students recog- 
nized the form as known-answer questions, and attempted to give appropriate 
answers. His interventions oriented students’ recall to the sequence of the text 
and favored literal reproduction of phrases to complete his questions. Interaction 
did not flow, however, and eventually broke down, as the answers offered did not 
meet with the teacher’s agreement. Students mentioned details that were not cen- 
tral to the first paragraph, such as sheep, Louis XVI, artisans, so Ramon redirected 
them again, asking what France was like at the time. His attempt to have Angeles 
say more about the sheep met with laughter from other students, who perhaps 
recognized that the term was not acceptable, as it was not mentioned in the text. 
When other students provided answers that were closer to the text (warm, grape- 
vines), the teacher’s uptake was still problematic, as when he asked for the mean- 
ing of an unfamiliar term, vid. This (line 19) is the one turn in which Ramon 
offered information, rather than requesting it; he glossed the word vid, grapevine, 
as the plant that produces grapes, and then, in the sole intertextual move of this 
exchange, he referred to vineyards represented in televized wine commercials. 

The topic of the lesson, the French Revolution, was distant from the students’ 
experience or previous schooling, as was the topic of the Middle Ages in the pre- 
vious example. Students attempted to relate the text to themes that were familiar 
to their own worlds, for example in the first response, “los campesinos.” When 
Angeles offered sheep as a synonym for ganado, livestock, she may have had in 
mind the fact that several families in the village owned herds of sheep, but had 
little experience with cows (ganado vacuno). 

In this case, unlike the previous one, the teacher’s mediation of the text tended 
to exclude interpretations that were related to the immediate cultural context of 
the students.? Contextualization of the text operated through a verbatim repro- 
duction of phrases taken from the written text. The meaning constructed in this 
manner located “authority for interpretation of written text in the written text 
itself’ (Bloome and Egan-Robertson, 1993). This approach to texts constructs the 
illusion of a decontextualization of school knowledge, particularly that conveyed 
in writing, when in fact the meaning that is constructed is not inherent in the 
text, but depends equally upon a series of strictly contextual discursive moves, 
constituting a specific speech genre, which is deployed and recognized by both 
the teacher and the students. 


Enacting the Text: The Grito de Dolores 


In other classes, the generic texture of the teacher’s discourse surrounding 
textbook lessons is more complex. In the following fourth-grade lesson given 
during the 2010-2011 school year, Eva, a middle-aged teacher, focused on the 
“Queretaro Conspiracy,” an episode in Mexico’s struggle for Independence, and 
the “Grito de Dolores,” the call to arms delivered by Miguel Hidalgo (the parish 
priest in Dolores) on the dawn of September 16, 1810. After asking students to 


194 Elsie Rockwell 


read the lesson, Eva signaled a new genre: “OK, we are going to make a short 
commentary.” While students followed in their textbooks she read short parts 
aloud, suspending at times to insert brief “commentaries” in which she would 
describe—and at moments enact—the situation faced by the early insurgents. 
The following extract illustrates her discourse; the text being read is in italics.!° 


1. T: ... OK, we continue (she resumes reading) ... the conspiracy was discovered, 
but before the authorities could catch the participants, the brave Mrs. Josefa found out 
and was able to warn Aldama, who rode that night from San Miguel to Dolores to 
warn Hidalgo and Ignacio Allende ... their plans had been betrayed (ends reading). 
so ... that is before they were imprisoned ... what did Josefa do(?) ... she 
went and told whom(?) (pause) ... whom did she tell(?) 

2. S: Miguel Hidalgo. 

3. T: not true(!) ... Aldama ... Aldama ... what ... isn’t it in your book(?) (She 
told) Aldama ... and Aldama then had to tell ... whom (?) 

4. Ss: Miguel Hidalgo! 

5. T: Miguel Hidalgo and who else(?) 

6. Ss: Ignacio Allende (many students participate simultaneously with different 
names) ... 

7. T: Ignacio Allende ... ok ... he told them (she uses gestures and direct dis- 
course) ... ‘you know what(?) ... they’ve discovered us(!) ... now... now 
maybe there is no point in continuing(!) so(?) ... but what did they do(?) 
they did not give up(!) ... rather, they ...(?) 

8. Ss (overlaps): they moved up the date (inaudible ... overlap) ... 

9. T: ‘ok ... it is time to rise up in ...(?)’ (voicing the insurgents’ call) 

10. Ss: arms(!) 
11. T: arms ... ok (continues to read). 


A number of genres are embedded within the basic pattern of triadic discourse, 
marked by teacher queries, student responses, and teacher evaluations (e.g. turns 3 
and 11). However, Eva’s discourse at this point had shifted towards a narrative 
tone, perhaps supported by the style of this particular lesson, as she recounted how 
the early insurgents’ conspiracy was discovered. In turns 7 and 9, Eva in fact 
enacted the account, by using direct discourse and dramatic gestures: “you know 
what, they’ve discovered us ... maybe there is no point in continuing!” and “‘it is 
time to rise up in ...?” letting the students add the final word, “arms.” In these 
moves she played the role of Aldama, relaying his voice as he carried the news to 
the insurgents in Dolores. Eva continued to read the text, and then returned to 
the dramatic tone asking students to imagine that they were present at the moment 
of the Grito de Dolores: 


1. TT: (reading) Now each year we celebrate the Grito de Dolores, but on that early 
morning, the atmosphere was tense ... (suspends reading) logically there was 
tension, right(?) ... if you had been there ... wouldn’t you be frightened(?) 
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2. Ss: (a few) no(!) 

3. T: are you sure you would not be frightened(?) 

4. Ss: yeees(!) 

5. T: Tsay yes ... right(?) “what if they kill us(?) what if we don’t gain any- 
thing(?)” ... right(?) then ... first of all ... they didn’t even have arms ... 
right(?) what were their arms(?) 

6. Ss: sticks ... slings ... stones ... machetes ... (different voices repeating 
words) 


7. T: sticks ... slings ... machetes ... right(?) 


After achieving agreement from the majority (turn 4), Eva again shifted to direct 
discourse, unannounced in this case: “What if they kill us? What if we don’t gain 
anything?” (turn 5). In a contextualization move similar, yet contrary, to that made 
by Eufemio, who brought the “feudal lord” to the present-day context of the 
students, Eva attempted to transport the children back in time to the historical 
context of the Grito de Dolores.'! Like Ramon, she followed the text closely, yet, 
unlike him, she recast it as a story in order to stress the dramatic aspects of the 
historical moment. 

Intertextual reference was assured as Eva drew on the strong tradition associ- 
ated with school lessons on the Mexican Independence, as was true of the first 
example. She could further rely on the children’s familiarity with the events 
through other sources, as the class followed the bicentenary celebrations of 
Mexican Independence (1810-2010), which received ample media coverage. 
Further intertextual connections emerged as Eva recounted the events through 
the use of direct discourse and gesture; these generic resources are associated with 
the practice of cuentacuentos (storytellers), whose skills have been disseminated 
through the teacher corps during recent years.! 

Through this storytelling genre, Eva contextualized Hidalgo’s call to arms and 
stressed the difference between what happened during the original Grito de Dolores 
and the yearly celebration of Independence familiar to the students. Rather than 
merely representing an event of the past, Eva constructed a context in which the 
students themselves could “take part.” Only after setting the scene of Hidalgo’s call 
to arms, and stressing that the people who responded might be frightened, did Eva 
weave in the question regarding the arms they carried: sticks, slings, and machetes. 
She followed up not with a questionnaire, but rather with the suggestion given 
in the textbook: she asked the children to imagine they were reporters who 
had witnessed the Grito de Dolores and to write up the event for a newspaper of 


the time.!% 


Conclusions 


The present chapter compares the literacy practices and discourse genres in three 
Mexican elementary school classes, in which history textbook lessons are read. 
The teacher’s mediation of the text in each class is organized in a different way. 
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In the first case reading is a social, public, oral act, done by one student at a time 
in front of the group. The teacher anticipates the possible meanings of the text to 
be read, relating it to other school contents, and engages the whole class in the 
formulation of answers to comprehension questions. In the second case reading is 
an individual, silent act, though publicly evaluated by the teacher. The teacher lets 
students read the lesson alone and then asks them to close their books and recall 
the content, guiding them through a verbatim recovery of its main points. 
Mediation is instrumental, centered on formal strategies (sequence, selection of 
main points), intended to facilitate access to the “literal” meaning of the text. In 
the third case, reading is led and enacted by the teacher, while students follow 
in their own textbooks. Mediation is dramatic and recounts the event described 
in the text by giving voice to historical characters. 

The teacher’s discourse in each case acquired a distinct generic texture as 
speech genres and written texts intertwined. The first teacher prefaces the text 
with an extensive “preamble” (his term) on the possible meaning of the title, “The 
idea of liberty.” In the second case, mediation is achieved through a genre of inter- 
rogation that directs the students’ attention towards a sequential and literal recov- 
ery of the text and offers explanation only in the case of problematic words. The 
third teacher displays her narrative skills in developing a ““commentary” on the 
text, integrating genres that are associated with a dramatic storytelling tradition, 
such as direct discourse and the invocation of emotional response. 

I highlighted contextualization and intertextuality as dimensions for compari- 
son of the examples. The presence or absence of intertextual references distin- 
guishes the manners in which teachers contextualize the texts. Eufemio uses the 
“preamble” to relate a lesson on the Middle Ages to Mexican history, drawing 
analogies between the way serfs became freemen and the traditional theme of 
“freedom from slavery” associated with the struggle for Independence led by 
Miguel Hidalgo. Students are asked to imagine a situation where a feudal lord 
would come and ask them to work on his land in return for part of the produce, 
suggesting that, in contrast to the present day, they would not be able to own their 
own land. They are asked to reflect on the injustice of that situation. In the second 
case, Ramon uses direct questioning to steer student attention towards the phrases 
in the text that describe France before the French Revolution; an intertextual 
reference appears when he attempts to convey the meaning of grapevines by ref- 
erence to televised commercials on wine. In this case, contextualization constructs 
an illusion of a “decontextualized” text related to a distant place, as the teacher’s 
mediation precludes the association with local realities (peasants, sheep). In the 
third case, Eva uses direct discourse in retelling the episode of the Mexican 
Independence described in the textbook. Her commentary conveys the tension 


2 66 


surrounding the moment in which the insurgents’ “conspiracy” was discovered, so 
that they were forced to immediately launch the “‘call to arms” planned for a later 
date. In this case, contextualization takes the form of asking the children to imag- 


ine they were present at the time. Intertextual references in the text, taken up 
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later by the children, relate the original Grito to present-day celebrations of 
Independence Day, where the Grito is reenacted in all Mexican towns, with 
special emphasis during the bicentenary year (2010). 

Significantly, students were not totally bound by the teacher’s mediation of the 
text. In each case they participate in the construction of intertextual references 
and resist the interpretations that are being constructed by the teachers: their 
participation may take the form of alternative references to the text, but also to 
knowledge acquired through their previous experiences. It may be a negative 
answer, even when the generic form of the teacher’s question begs a “yes” (as in 
“wouldn’t you be frightened?”). It also appears as silence or reticence to partici- 
pate in the well-known game of known-answer questions. The teachers respond 
to student interventions in different ways, ranging from partially accepting diver- 
gent answers and reformulating assertions to implicitly discounting non-literal 
interpretations of the text or explicitly rejecting responses that do not fit into the 
story. 

The relation to the meaning of the text—indeed the meaning of textual 
knowledge in general—is implicitly taught through the teachers’ oral mediation 
of textbook reading. The first teacher models possible interpretations of texts by 
recasting them in more familiar contexts; the second treats texts as irrefutable, and 
meaning as inherent in the text; the third shows that it is possible to transform 
texts into stories and imagine oneself within them. As in the case of traditional 
literacy studied by Brian Street, “without the oral tradition in which it is embed- 
ded, the writing alone is not ‘knowledge’: it does not have ‘universal’ meaning, but 
only that given it by the context” (Street, 1984, 99). Though meaning is in fact 
always mediated by oral social interaction in a context, certain practices teach that 
knowledge is in the text, and can be reached despite the context. Nevertheless, the 
practice of many teachers reveals a much more complex relationship to the text, 
in which reference to contextual knowledge contributed by both teachers and 
students is brought to bear upon the task of interpretation. In the light of these 
examples, I suggest that the notion that school literacy somehow begets a solitary, 
silent, decontextualized, and objective relationship to written language is a par- 
ticular reification of researchers’ introspective imagination, not a description of 
actual social uses of writing in school contexts. 


Notes 


1 Parts of the first two examples analyzed were included in a previous publication, 
Rockwell, 1995. Permission to reproduce them was given by the publisher. 

2 This does not imply that students do not come up with their own interpretations of 
the texts they read, a process that is also constant, but not the focus of the present 
analysis. 

3 All names are fictitious. 

My translation of all texts and extracts, from the original in Spanish. 

The text being read is from the Libro de Texto Gratuito, Ciencias Sociales, sexto grado, 

México, Secretaria de Educacion Publica (1988), 27. 


on & 
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6 Notation conventions are: the colon : announces direct discourse by the speaker 
named or identified with initials M/T (teacher) or A/S (student); three points ... 
indicate syntactic breaks and/or short pauses; brackets [....] signal omitted or inaudible 
discourse; a question mark in parentheses (?) is an inferred interrogative tone; text 
within parentheses (xxxx) gives non-verbal or contextual information; single quotation 
marks “ mark direct discourse within a turn. Capitals are used only with conventional 
proper names. Italics are used to indicate either print or written texts that are being 
read. Missing periods are intentional. 

7 The students’ reticence may reflect the fact that not all families owned land in the 
town, hence the teacher’s insistence, “but we can all buy land.” 

8 The text being read is from the Libro de Texto Gratuito, Ciencias Sociales, sexto grado, 
México, Secretaria de Educacion Publica (1988), 32. 

9 The possibility of relating the content to their knowledge of the Mexican Revolution 
was not explored, even though during the same day students had made a drawing of 
the agrarian leader Emiliano Zapata. 

10. The text being read is from the Libro de Texto Gratuito, Historia, cuarto grado, México, 
Secretaria de Educacion Publica (2007), 89. 

11 These discursive moves have evident chronotopic implications, beyond the scope of 
this analysis. 

12 Storytellers and some teachers were trained to read/tell groups stories from the 
increasingly available children’s literature being published and distributed to schools at 
the time. 

13 This exercise proved to be difficult, as not all students were able to place themselves 
in the situation, and bracket their knowledge of subsequent events and celebrations of 
Independence Day: for example, some mentioned fireworks. 
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LEARNING ENGLISH IN MEXICO: 
TRANSNATIONAL LANGUAGE 
IDEOLOGIES AND PRACTICES 


M. Sidury Christiansen and Marcia Farr 


The reality of transnational communities in the context of globalization has 
captured the attention of scholars from a variety of disciplines. The most salient 
transnational communities in the United States are Mexican, and although soci- 
ologists and anthropologists, among others, have documented the experiences of 
these communities (e.g. Hirsch, 2003; Hondagneu-Sotelo, 1995; Massey, Alarcon, 
Durand, and Gonzalez, 1987; Smith, 2006), the language and literacy practices of 
transnationals figure only incidentally, if at all, in these studies. Farr (2006) and 
Dick (2006, 2010), in contrast, focus centrally on language practices in transna- 
tional Mexican communities, and Farr (1994a, 1994b, and 2000) and Guerra and 
Farr (2002) explore literacy practices in a transnational community. This chapter 
more specifically focuses on how transnationalism is shaping parental language 
ideologies in Mexico that now emphasize the importance of acquiring both oral 
skills and literacy in English in non-traditional ways. To clarify, we use the term 
“transnational community” to refer to social networks that live on “both sides of 
a nation-state border and maintain social, economic, political, and emotional ties 
that extend” between two countries (Farr, 2006, 5). By extension, we use the 
term “transnationals” to refer to people who maintain such ties, whether or not 
they are part of an established transnational community. In some mid-size towns 
in Mexico, for example, the presence of transnationalism is felt even though the 
entire town is not linked to a specific site in the U.S. from and to which migrants 
move, because a sufficient number of people have migrated, and returned, to 
effect changes in traditional language and literacy ideologies. 

Our research site, a town of 15,000 in the sierra between the states of Puebla 
and Veracruz, fits this profile with a high percentage of returnees from the U.S. 
Those who migrated to the U.S. but then returned to this town introduced new 
possibilities that inevitably impacted traditional ideologies, even among those 
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who have never been migrants themselves but who now can imagine themselves 
living and working in the U.S. In this town the presence of such people intensi- 
fied a long-perceived link between English and more lucrative employment, 
changing local parents’ traditional ideas and practices regarding 1) the importance 
of acquiring oral and written English, 2) processes of learning, and 3) bilingualism. 
Parents now place high priority on the acquisition of both oral skills and literacy 
in English. 

The increasingly transnational atmosphere of this town is transforming the 
traditional attitudes toward language and literacy held by previous generations, 
since returnees bring back new ideas and practices from the U.S. These changes 
not only affect working-class populations but are echoed throughout all socio- 
economic and educational levels. Many parents now encourage the acquisition of 
oral and written English, although at varying levels of intensity, and this affects 
their expectations of both private and public schools. Ideologies about processes 
of learning also have changed, especially regarding literacy, moving beyond the 
traditional emphasis on grammar and the repetition of perfect sentences (often 
including academic or tourist-like phrases) to a literacy that is pragmatic and 
utilitarian for the workforce. 


Background: Migration and Return to Mexico 


Mexicans comprise the largest group of Latino migrants to the United States. Many 
Mexican migrants to the U.S. are from the states of Jalisco, Michoacan, and 
Guanajuato (Farr, 2006; Zentella, 2005), comprising an estimated 40 percent of the 
Mexican population migrating to the U.S. (INEGI, 2005). Many of these migrants 
do not return permanently to Mexico; instead they help other family members 
come to the U.S. and continue their lives in their new country. Others maintain 
strong ties both in their U.S. residences and in their places of origin in Mexico, 
creating what we term “transnational” communities (Farr, 2006). These transna- 
tional Mexicans primarily reside in the U.S., but often return to Mexico for extended 
periods of time or to celebrate important events such as religious holidays (i.e., 
Semana Santa) or personal ceremonies (1.e., quinceaniera celebrations). Nevertheless, 
some migrants do return to Mexico to stay, and they are also transnational in the 
sense that they have lived in a different country for an extended period of time, and 
they have new intercultural identities which make them act and react to their origi- 
nal environment in different ways (Menard-Warwick, 2008). 

Over a period of five years, only 14.6 percent of the Mexican population who 
left for the U.S. between 1995 and 2000 returned to Mexico (INEGI, 2005). 
Surprisingly, while most migrants to the U.S. are from the west coast of Mexico, 
many of the returnees are from east coastal states or southern Mexico. Veracruz 
is one of the states with a high percentage of returnees (INEGI, 2005). Despite 
having a high percentage of migrants to the U.S. (approximately 5 percent of 
Mexican migrants), Veracruz has one of the highest levels (over 12 percent) of 
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returnees (INEGI, 2005). This higher level of returnees creates local changes in a 
different manner from those enacted by the transnational community previously 
studied by Farr (2006). 

The transnational Mexicans studied by Farr (2006), for instance, are changing 
economic, political, educational, and cultural practices in both countries. The first 
generation of these migrants came to the U.S., worked, and then retired to Mexico. 
Succeeding generations obtained citizenship (if they were not born in the U.S.) 
and continued as part of the American workforce; the third generation especially 
increased their educational levels with high school and college degrees. The fam- 
ilies used U.S. dollars to build and expand houses in Mexico, buy their own land, 
and move from subsistence to commercial agriculture (for example, in growing 
and selling avocados in the state of Michoacan). Transnational Mexicans, then, 
using U.S. dollars, have improved churches, parks, and public works (such as 
plazas and libraries) in Mexico, and some have entered politics back in Mexico 
(i.e. Semple, 2010; Thompson, 2004). Their strong presence in the U.S. and their 
considerable economic remittances to Mexico have facilitated the creation of 
institutions to support culture and education and, mainly in Mexico, contribute 
to the creation of more schools, the acquisition of computers and books, and 
changes in educational programs (FEDECML, n.d.). 

In Mexican states with lower numbers of migrants and higher percentages of 
returnees, as in Veracruz, however, returnees create a transnationalism that is 
enacted on a less visible level. Since there are fewer people from Veracruz living in 
the U.S. permanently, there are fewer transnational ties between U.S. locations and 
Veracruz localities, and thus fewer strong large organizations to advocate for 
families left behind. This, of course, is a changing dynamic. Each year, more people 
from eastern and southern Mexican states migrate to the U.S., so it may only be 
a matter of time before they begin making similar changes in their communities. 
Meanwhile, as the migrant population originating from Veracruz grows, the 
people who return take with them new knowledge to which others are then 
exposed. While returnees do re-acculturate to many Mexican customs, the knowl- 
edge and experiences they bring back to Mexico have an impact on these tradi- 
tional customs and beliefs. In particular, the language ideologies of both English 
language teachers (Sayer, 2007) and English language learners (Whiteside, 2006) 
change as the realities in more areas are shaped by migration patterns. In this 
chapter we focus on some of these changing beliefs, in particular, on language 
ideologies regarding the teaching and learning of oral and written English. 
In doing so, we present an emerging phenomenon regarding language and liter- 
acy in Mexico, in keeping with the overall aim of this volume. 


Research Sites 


Since our goal is to explore how transnationalism is shaping language and 
literacy ideologies and practices in Mexican states such as Veracruz, we conducted 
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ethnographic research in two settings within our chosen town of about 15,000 in 
the sierra between Veracruz and Puebla: an informal language school created by a 
transnational parent, and a public elementary school piloting the Programa Nacional 
de Inglés en Educacién Basica (PNIEB) (the National Program of English in Basic 
Education). Our focus in these programs is on the language ideologies of parents 
that underlie their efforts to create learning sites for English or to support their 
children learning English at school. 

“English for Children” is an informal language school created by a transna- 
tional parent. The school provides two major programs: a regular school program 
that meets three hours per day during the school year and a summer program that 
meets six hours per day in the summer. The school’s only teacher is Aracely 
(all names are pseudonyms), who lives one to two years alternately in the U.S. and 
Mexico. She has some college education, and, although she has no formal training 
in education, English as a Second Language (ESL), or language pedagogy, she is 
Cardio-Pulmonary Resuscitation (CPR)-certified, has babysitting experience in 
the U.S., holds a substitute teaching license, and is a teacher’s aide in the state of 
California. Aracely has been teaching English in this school for several years. The 
idea for creating a school evolved from her experience babysitting in Mexico for 
children who were recent returnees from the U.S. Some of these children’s 
parents asked her to teach the children more English, a goal she herself shared so 
that her own children did not lose their English while in Mexico. 

Aracely first went to the U.S. at the age of 20 and did not know English. Now 
she is more confident speaking it, having attended community college ESL classes 
in the U.S. Generally, more than 15 children are registered at her school, ranging 
in age from 2.5 to 12 years, and no more than 8 children attend at a given time. 
Even though the program started as a way to maintain the English skills some 
children had gained while living in the U.S., it slowly shifted to improving the 
English skills of children who 1) may return to the U.S., 2) may move there later 
(with a relative), or 3) want to prepare themselves for employment in service jobs 
in Mexico (i.e. at a hotel or as a tourist guide) or in the U.S. The school has only 
one room, and the teacher makes most of the materials herself. Books and instruc- 
tional videos were purchased in the U.S. The children in this program vary in their 
socio-economic backgrounds from middle class to poor-working class. 

In the other research setting, at Allende Elementary School, English is taught as 
part of the curriculum, rather than as a parent-subsidized extra-curricular subject as 
at two other local public schools and at the informal language school already dis- 
cussed. Since 2004, Mexico’s Secretary of Education has been piloting the Programa 
Nacional de Inglés en Educacién Basica (PNIEB) (the National Program of English in 
Basic Education). This program consists of the teaching of English in primary 
schools “to be competent in that language and participate effectively in today’s 
world” (PNIEB, 200X, 15) based on the Common European Framework of 
Reference (Council of Europe, 2001). Its goal is to prepare students to pass the 
TOEIC-Bridge exam at the end of primary school. Because English is part of the 
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daily curriculum, the elementary school teacher, Alfredo, is also the English teacher. 
Although he is not required to teach English (due to the piloting stage of this 
program), Alfredo believes that the Secretary of Education is providing an excellent 
opportunity with great materials and wants to take advantage of this. Alfredo has 
been teaching fifth grade for nine years. He has an elementary education degree as 
well as a Masters in education, and he is pursuing a Ph.D. in education at a local 
university. He studied English in high school and college, but he did not learn to 
speak the language fluently, which he attributes to the fact that his instructors mainly 
utilized the grammar translation method or the audio-lingual method in which 
simple sentences were drilled and repeated, as opposed to approaches that empha- 
size activities to promote active English use and communication. He teaches English 
at least two hours per week using Enciclomedia, a virtual English course for children 
designed by the Secretary of Education or SEP (the equivalent of the Department 
of Education in the U.S.). When not focusing directly on English instruction, he 
frequently incorporates English phrases and sentences into his everyday teaching. 
The virtual course includes a virtual teacher, virtual materials, and interactive les- 
sons. There are 31 children in his classroom (a typical number in a small town public 
school), and most come from working- and lower middle-class backgrounds. 


Research Methodology 


We used ethnographic research methods to gather data for this project. One of the 
authors (Christiansen) was a participant—observer in both settings for seven weeks 
during the summer session. She attended class every day in the two settings and 
sometimes, at the request of the teachers, she taught a lesson. The researcher was 
part of the class sometimes as a detached observer (she sat in the corner while 
children were engaged in an activity), sometimes as a participant (completing 
activities with the students, e.g. a bingo game), sometimes as a grader or juror (she 
was asked to “correct” children’s spelling or pronunciation or she was asked to 
vote for the best role-play), and sometimes as a teacher. In both settings, the 
researcher was asked to speak in English at all times so that children had 
the opportunity to practice English. This created an interesting dynamic between 
the researcher and the children because she is a native Mexican, but was initially 
considered a Mexican de alld (from over there [the U.S.]) who either preferred not 
to speak Spanish or could not speak Spanish well. Thus, most of the time children 
would try to engage in a conversation with the researcher in English, but they 
switched to Spanish to complete their thoughts or when what they tried to say 
was too difficult for them to express in English. As part of the data gathering, 
informal interviews were conducted (and recorded) with the two teachers and 
five parental units (three mothers and two couples). Field notes were written 
immediately after each class session or interview, and materials used to teach 
English were studied. We were not able to obtain copies due to copyright restric- 
tions, but extensive notes were taken. 
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To analyze the data we searched for evidence of language ideologies, including 
those related to literacy, in the field notes, recorded interviews, and other collected 
materials. In what follows we discuss the ideologies evident on the part of the 
parents. 


Parents’ Language and Literacy Ideologies 


English has an important place in the language ideologies of Mexico. It has been 
called “the language of the future,” as one of the parents noted during an inter- 
view. English has long been viewed as the language that would make someone 
more competitive in the professional job market in Mexico. With increasing 
migration since the 1960s, however, this ideology has slowly expanded to include 
opportunities beyond elite jobs and higher education. Parents now perceive an 
additional need to learn to speak, as well as read and write, English, por si acaso se 
quiere ir para alla (in case they want to go to the U.S.). The option of going to the 
USS. is more recent within the list of goals a parent holds for his or her children in 
this community, yet the constant increase in migration makes it important. 

All parents in this study agree on the importance of English, even though they 
vary in economic background. More affluent parents easily acknowledge the pos- 
sibility of their children having to encounter English at school in Mexico, since 
programs for some time have copied U.S. curriculum and even have had U.S. 
professors and teachers at some colleges and high schools. In contrast, less affluent 
parents either talk about scholarships abroad or the option that children may want 
to go and work in the U.S. 

Despite these differences, much discussion about the need for their children to 
learn English focused on employment. The more affluent parents noted that their 
children may need English literacy skills to keep updated with professional maga- 
zines or books in English, working as an agent who 1s sent to the United States, or 
as a self-employed person who has to do business abroad. The less affluent parents 
noted that even in the U.S. if they cannot find employment they can vender lo que 
sea (sell whatever/sell anything) if they can communicate in English with the 
people who have money. Also, some of these parents believe that, if their children 
can read and write the basics in English, they can become something else besides 
obreros (workers) and hold a managerial position. These beliefs sharply contrast 
with the common notion held by many in the U.S. that Mexicans do not want to 
learn English when they come to the United States. Older generations of migrants 
may not have anticipated learning English before going to the U.S., but current 
generations do and, moreover, are proactive in acquiring the language even when 
they have not yet made a decision to migrate. This new language and literacy 
ideology is based on knowledge brought by returnees as they recount stories of 
success and failure sometimes due to language abilities, or to the lack of them. 

All parents in this study consider English to be of utmost importance for 
their children’s success. They believe that bilingualism will provide more upward 
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mobility in the workplace or in education, whether it is in their own town, in a 
larger Mexican city, or abroad. When Josefina’s parents were asked how they 
thought she would use English, they responded: 


Si no se quiere quedar aqut, Josefina puede trabajar como secretaria para una empresa 
grande, para los aviones de las que venden los boletos en los aeropuertos, 0 de esas que 
reciben a los que llegan aca. 


Ifshe doesn’t want to stay here, Josefina could work as a secretary of a major 
corporation, for the airlines at the ticket counter at airports, or [as a] 
customs officer who processes the people who come here [Mexico]. 


Josefina’s parents did not complete elementary school, but they nevertheless have 
a clear idea of how English could open doors for their daughter to leave the small 
town where they sell elotes (corn on the cob) for a living; however, they also have 
ideas about what she could do if she were to stay in their town. Josefina’s father 
explained: 


Ella puede hablar con esos que vienen de otros lugares aqut que no hablan espariol y 
no entienden lo que les decimos, cémo se llama, de esos que puede llevarlos a ver aca 
el monte o las ruinas. 


She can talk to those who come here from other places who don’t speak 
Spanish and don’t understand what we say to them, what do you call them, 
those whom she can take to see the mountains or the [archeological] ruins. 


Josefina’s mother expanded on this: 


Pues igual ya ve que se van a trabajar de recepcionistas a un lugar en donde llaman 
de donde quiera pues lo mismo tiene que saber hablar todo eso... pues vienen extran- 
jeros de otro lado y a veces hay muchachos hay que los gutas, la guia de turismo, 
ganan bien. Hay muchos que vienen de varios lados y no hay gutas que sepan y no 
hay quien los puedan ayudar 


Well, you know [young people] go to work as receptionists in a place where 
they call from everywhere, and for that reason she has to know how to 
speak all that [languages] ... also, foreigners from the other side [the U.S.] 
come and they sometimes need guides, a tourist guide, they make good 
money. There are many that come from other places and there aren’t guides 
that know [how to speak English] and there is nobody that can help them. 


Josefina’s father thus focuses not on the possibilities his daughter has in going 
abroad, but on the importance of intercultural communication and doing business 
with people from other countries in her home village. A similar notion is echoed 
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by the mother of Margarita (a 5-year-old attending the informal language 
school): 


El inglés es el idioma del futuro, ahora todo ya esta en inglés o tiene que ver con los 
Estados Unidos. Si uno no trabaja alld, trabaja para hacer cosas para alla. 


English is the language of the future; nowadays everything is already in 
English or has to do with the United States. If you don’t work there, you 
work making things for there. 


Margarita’s mother refers here to the maquila (factory) jobs that prevail in the 
region. She is acquainted with written labels and instructions, which she sees both 
at work and also in the environment, and she knows that learning how to read 
English now has a new, more personal meaning, and it is utilitarian. 

Along with this new ideology of language and literacy, there is also a new ide- 
ology of language learning. Accompanying the recognition that English is now 
more palpably needed is an understanding that English is only useful if a person 
can communicate with it, both spoken and written, either in the context of 
obtaining better jobs or migrating to the United States. Parents expressed their 
understanding of English as a language similar to Spanish in the sense that both 
languages use the same alphabet and some words are the same in both languages 
(those of Latin and Greek origin), but stated that English is challenging for Spanish 
speakers in its pronunciation. Thus, many parents undermined the long-term 
approach of the public schools, which tends to focus more on grammar, translation, 
and repetition rather than communication activities, a theme raised by Alfredo 
above. José Carlos’s father, whose brother lives in Atlanta, Georgia, explained: 


Eso de la pronunciacion y el vocabulario es importante pues es diferente al espanol, 
pues claro una persona que aprende el inglés tiene un tipo de acento pero no importa, 
sino que pronuncien bien, ademas el acento no tiene que ver con la capacidad de la 
persona. 


Pronunciation and vocabulary are important because they are different from 
Spanish. Of course a person who learns English will have an accent, but it 
does not matter; what matters is that he has good pronunciation. In addi- 
tion, the accent has nothing to do with the capacity of the person. 


Here this father distinguishes between “accent” that identifies a person’s national 
origin and other aspects of pronunciation that might prevent comprehension. 
Many parents reported wanting the schools to provide more practice speaking for 
their children; if they mentioned written English it was to be able to read words 
and sentences associated with possible employment (e.g. labels, instructions). 
Interestingly, both the parents and the teachers, in their instruction, emphasized 
productive (speaking and writing) rather than receptive (listening and reading) 
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language skills, except for parental comments about reading English on the job. 
One parent described how she had to meter palancas (pull strings) to 
register her child to be with Alfredo, a teacher who is known for making the 
children speak English phrases in the classroom and who makes them write at 
least once every week, as part of his communicative approach. 

Other parents talked about making a class fun and interesting in order to make 
children speak and write English, which seems to be an important part of their 
new ideology of language learning, even if they don’t know whether or not their 
children are making any progress. They believed it is better that they are having 
fun, rather than being bored, as they were when they were children. Ifthe children 
are interested, they will talk or write more, as one mother noted. This was the 
reason many of the parents cited for choosing to enroll their children in the infor- 
mal language school, despite the English lessons being offered at their elementary 
school, or the lack of money the families might have. For example, Josefina’s par- 
ents explained why they decided to enroll her in the language school program: 


Pues mucha gente viene en una feria en septiembre y vienen extranjeros de por alla 
a andar aca. Vienen a ver las ruinas por alla por San Andrés y la gente va y les 
ensena, por lo menos ella habla y entre mas habla mds aprende y pues es, es lo que 
le digo a ella. Ella tiene que aprender lo que uno trabaja y llevarlo a cabo, y que no 
ande inventando, que sepa salir adelante que no se le cierre el mundo. Todas las expe- 
riencias sirven todo, es tener ganas de superarse, estudio todo, como le digo, hay veces 
que no hay dinero ast para los fines de semana que trabaje pero si tiene intenciones 
de hacerlo que no se quede con las ganas de estudiar. 


Well, many people come during town fairs in September and foreigners 
from over there [U.S.] visit here. They come to see the ruins by San Andrés 
and people go and they show them, and she [Josefina] at least speaks, and 
the more she speaks [English] the more she learns and that’s what I tell her. 
She has to learn also what we do, and do it, and not fool around so that she 
learns how to move upward and succeed. All experiences are good, all you 
need is to want to succeed, study everything, as I tell her, sometimes when 
there is no money, so during the weekends I tell her to work, for if she has 
the intention to study, not to hold back. 


Josefina’s parents, as already noted, did not finish elementary school and make a 
living as street vendors selling elotes (corn on the cob) at 50 cents each. Nevertheless, 
her mother believes that by sending her daughter to the language school she will 
acquire English skills needed for the future, as her earlier comment showed. She also 
refers to her own experiences with foreigners and encourages her daughter to prac- 
tice speaking with the tourists who come to the town (previously Josefina’s father 
had suggested that she could even become the guide) to make money to support 
her own studies. Importantly, this family’s understanding of practicing to learn 
English was shared by most other parents, who even acknowledged that they were 
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learning some English from their children by asking them questions or encouraging 
them to talk about what they learned at school. In Josefina’s case, her parents even 
bought her a small blackboard on which to write the words she knew and practice 
the vocabulary at home, so addressing literacy as well as spoken issues. 

While these new ideologies of language, literacy, and learning may not be 
shared by all parents in this town, the unanimity of the parents in this study indi- 
cates that transnationalism is stimulating some changes, motivating these parents 
to enroll their children in the language school or choose the teacher who offers 
English in the elementary school. 


Parents’ Ideologies of Bilingualism 


Another change is in parents’ attitudes towards bilingualism. English contact with 
Spanish, and its result, was noted by many of the parents interviewed. Many were 
interested in having their children learn both languages well, yet they expressed 
negative views toward the linguistic changes in the language of those who had 
travelled abroad. One father explained that he wanted his children to learn both 
languages well, alluding to “proper” speaking and literacy in Spanish, i.e. stand- 
ard orthography in terms of spelling and the use of accents. His use of the term 
“well” also meant keeping the languages separate and avoiding what he calls 
palabritas (little words), as he explains below: 


Aqui en el pats hay palabritas que hay veces que no sabemos ni qué porque hay veces 
que la juventud ahora como hablan a veces, y es que a veces no es que haya salido de 
ellos o de aqui del pais porque si salid de aqui pues bueno es nuestra cultura pero hay 
veces que fueron a trabajar a Estados Unidos y aht llegan dizque hablando como 
aquella gente y pues no, no esta bien. 


Here in our country there are certain little words that we don’t know 
where they come from, because of the way young people speak nowadays, 
and sometimes the words didn’t even come from them or even the country, 
because if the word was developed here, well it is our culture, but there are 
sometimes cases such as those people who go to work in the United States 
and come back pretending to speak like those people and that is not good. 


This comment was complemented by his wife: 


Es que es diferencia para los extranjeros pero es lo mismo, aca se utiliza el espaiiol, 
pero como dice si se va del otro lado alla tiene que saber ese otro tipo de lenguaje. La 
mezcla no nos agrada, alla lo de alla y aqut lo de aca, que aprendan bien inglés y que 
aprendan bien el espanol. 


Languages are different for the foreigners, but it’s the same, here we use 
Spanish, but if one goes to the other side [the U.S.] one has to know another 
language. We don’t like the mixture [of Spanish and English], what is from 
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there should stay there and what is from here should remain here, people 
should learn English well, and they should also learn Spanish well. 


Thus both parents express an aversion to mixing vocabularies from two different 
languages and cultures, even though this would seem to be inevitable, as is 
evidenced by many global varieties of English (Kachru et al., 2009). This commit- 
ment to keeping the two languages separate is associated with an ideology of 
monolingualism (Farr, 2011; Farr and Song, in press), according to which “lan- 
guages” are considered to be autonomous, unified systems with discrete bounda- 
ries, and which does not sanction particular varieties of a language characterized 
by, for example, borrowed words from other language resources. This view may be 
linked to the fact that the parents in this study are all monolingual speakers of 
Spanish who view English as a tool and not as a way of living, contrary to what 
the children’s practices and teachers, such as Alfredo, with his communicative 
perspective, suggest. Moreover, a long history of protecting Mexican national 
identity from encroaching U.S. influences, whether in language or politics, might 
reinforce attitudes about keeping Mexican Spanish separate and unmixed. 

In spite of these beliefs, however, most parents practice English with their 
children (in the midst of Spanish communication) and want them to grow up 
bilingual. For instance, Lety, a mother of one of the children at the elementary 
school, sometimes tries to brush up her English skills by helping her daughter do 
her homework (which is mostly writing English sentences or vocabulary words); 
moreover, to help her daughter practice English literacy, she only allows her to 
watch movies and cartoons in English, activating the English subtitles to help 
her learn how to spell new words. Whether or not television aids language 
development, the parent belief is that it undoubtedly provides more space for 
English, both spoken and written, in her daughter’s life and her own. It is impor- 
tant to acknowledge, however, that not all of the parents in this study were willing 
to try to help their children with learning even if they knew little English. These 
parents reported that it was the teacher’s responsibility to make children learn and 
that they would prefer not to do something they couldn’t do well. 


Parents’ Ideologies of Language Learning 


This variability among the parents relates to another theme of the interviews. 
Many parents were disappointed by the paucity of information provided by the 
school system and the teachers. They often asked during interviews whether or 
not it was acceptable for their children to watch television in English, how old 
children should be before sending them to school to learn English (so as not to 
confuse their Spanish), and if too much exposure to English would have negative 
effects on their children’s development in Spanish. The parents of toddlers espe- 
cially expressed concerns about development in Spanish when they compared 
their children with monolingual children of the same age who speak Spanish very 
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well (or English for those recently returned from the U:S.). That is, they perceived 
less progress in either language in their own (developing) bilingual children, 
contrary to what research has shown—that monolinguals and bilinguals develop 
similarly over time (Kendall and Fogle, 2006). This then is probably more due to 
parental fears than to actual delay in language development, suggesting an 
ideology of monolingualism. In spite of this, however, five parents reported 
asking other family members to speak to their children in English (either through 
the phone, via Skype, or by visiting them). These relatives can be living in Mexico 
or in the United States, but many of them are reluctant, claiming that their skills 
are not good and that they don’t want the children to learn “bad English” from 
them. Thus parents shared a strong sense of the importance of having a teacher 
who truly knows English, especially si viene de alld (if the teacher comes from the 
USS., either from being from the U.S. or from having lived there). 

Another issue is practice. The language school teacher complains that parents 
do not usually understand what is involved in learning a language. She explains 
that one must practice in order to acquire language skills, but that only parents 
who have more time and education seem to do this. For instance, Josefina’s parents 
have a strong sense that they want to provide as much as they can to their children, 
as they did not have such opportunity themselves when they were growing up. 
They thus encourage studying, but they often do so at their street stand, which 
means it is interrupted by the responsibilities of helping parents earn money. 
A parent of a child at the public elementary school commented that she helps 
her child with math and other subjects, but if she helps her child with English 
it is usually with writing because she does not speak it at all. Thus, the idea of 
practicing is acknowledged but not always enacted ideally. 


Conclusion 


Parents’ language and literacy ideologies about the importance of English, of 
learning English, of spoken and written language, and of bilingualism have been 
affected by the increasingly transnational atmosphere of this town, that is, by the 
ideas that returnees from the U.S. bring back to their relatives and friends who 
stay in Mexico. The new place that English now occupies has affected members 
of all socio-economic and educational levels, from street vendors to college grad- 
uates, from laborers to entrepreneurs. Additionally, this new ideology regarding 
the significance of English has changed views of language learning. Parents now 
place great importance on the acquisition of both oral skills and literacy in English, 
although at varying levels of intensity. They want schools to emphasize speaking 
English because doing so will bring their children opportunities at home and 
abroad; however, they are also very interested in literacy skills, although not in the 
traditional sense, since they primarily hope their children will learn literacy skills 
that can be used in employment. Thus, these parents desire for their children a 
literacy that does not simply conform to grammar, spelling, or other prescribed 
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rules for a language, but a literacy that is pragmatic and utilitarian for the work- 
force. Finally, their attitudes towards bilingualism have changed. Although they 
now value having two languages as assets, they still retain aspects of an ideology of 
monolingualism. That is, they believe the two languages should be kept separate 
and not mixed, even though the children in both research sites (and the adults 
when they practice English at home with their children) clearly are not adhering 
to this beliefin practice. Most importantly, however, parents express much desire 
to learn English, or to have their children learn it, puncturing the widely held 
belief in the U.S. that Mexicans do not want to learn it. This study, in fact, shows 
the eagerness with which many Mexicans now approach the learning of spoken 
English and English literacy. 
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AFTERWORD 


THE THREAT OF A GOOD 
EXAMPLE: HOW ETHNOGRAPHIC 
CASE STUDIES CHALLENGE 
DOMINANT DISCOURSES 


David Barton 


I have greatly enjoyed reading through this treasure trove of different studies of 
literacy. They cover many areas of learning and life and raise so many different 
issues. What binds them together so strongly is the framing of Literacy Studies and 
the particular lens it provides. The studies have in common the basic concepts of 
literacy studies such as notions of literacy events and literacy practices. They also 
draw attention to the issues which are commonly highlighted in studies seeing 
literacy as a social practice, such as the importance of networks of other people in 
literacy learning, that there are specific vernacular ways of learning, and that the 
dynamics of literacy practices vary in different domains of life—there are distinct 
literacies in different domains and specific literacies for learning. These studies are 
all revealing examples of situated literacies. 

Here I want to underline the importance of each of these studies as a distinct situ- 
ated case of literacy, but at the same time I am struck by how they reach out and make 
global links and can be part of global discussions which can help people understand 


and have some control over their lives in a rapidly changing and uncertain world. 


The Threat of a Good Example 


The threat of a good example is a phrase which I came across in the early 1980s. 
It was used at that time to describe Nicaragua when discussing social develop- 
ments there including the national literacy campaign. In fact Oxfam published a 
book in 1985 entitled La amenaza del buen ejemplo about its social projects sup- 
porting the poor after the devastating 1972 earthquake and the later civil war. The 
phrase has been used in many other situations since then. The threat is that if a 
small poor country like Nicaragua can improve life for the poorest, then why can’t 
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bigger, richer countries? A well-thought-out individual case can have a striking 
effect just by being a good example. This applies to many areas of life, not just to 
social development. 

Applying this to literacy studies, we can see instances where a particular exam- 
ple can be used more broadly to challenge dominant and naturalized discourses. 
Situated studies of literacy practices can challenge dominant skills discourses of 
learning and assessment, for example. Each of the studies in this book is a detailed 
example, something very specific and located in the particularities of its social 
context. I am interested in the power of these individual cases. 

The second chapter of the book, Marildes Marinho’s detailed study of the 
admission of “indigenous people” into the university, is one such good example. 
It is set in a discussion of problems with some basic sociolinguistic terms, includ- 
ing the conflicting possibilities for the word “literacy” in Portuguese, as well as 
the words used to describe the indigenous people themselves. The chapter uti- 
lizes a literacy studies lens to identify the challenges to change which universities, 
as the powerful dominant institutions, face when addressing the needs of poor 
disenfranchised indigenous groups. 

The chapter by Elisa Cragnolino examines the plurality of practices in written 
culture and how they impact on rural families in Argentina. It documents the 
different literacies people encounter and the different needs for literacy as they 
migrate to cities in search of work. It is notable how the different studies draw on 
different aspects of social theory and socio-cultural approaches to language and 
learning to complement the lens of literacy studies. Marinho brings in French 
literacy theorists and Cragnolino uses Bourdieu’s work for broader framing. 
The next chapter, by Enna Carvajal, uses multimodality to analyze high school 
students’ digital texts. Similarly, in Chapter 6 Maria del Carmen Lorenzatti reports 
a detailed study of an illiterate woman in Argentina and how she draws on her 
multimodal resources to “read reality.” Already in a few chapters we have cov- 
ered different levels of analysis, examining particular communities, as well as 
focusing on families and looking at individual students. This chance juxtaposition 
of different studies is rewarding and I pause to wonder about the multiple mean- 
ings of “literacy” in these different contexts. 

The chapter by Judy Kalman provides yet another distinct context, a work- 
place where fishermen at sea are grappling with new technologies which can help 
them in their livelihoods. The study pays detailed attention to what the fishermen 
actually do out on a boat searching for fish and how they were willing to incor- 
porate the technology of GPS into their activities when they could see how it 
could serve their purposes. This work is situated within socio-cultural theories of 
learning. Various themes run through the book. Another chapter also examines 
issues around how people incorporate new technologies into their social practice. 
This is the chapter by Iran Guerrero, which examines a very different space: how 
teachers make use of new technology in their classrooms. 
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Numeracy is framed in a similar way as literacy—as a social practice—with 
attention to new mathematical tools needed when people begin trading outside 
their existing community, in the chapter by Irma Rosa Fuenlabrada and Maria 
Fernanda del Prato. Chapter 10, by Gelsa Knijnik, also focuses on numeracy. It 
explores mathematics education within the landless movement of Brazil and its 
relation to school maths. Intriguingly, one chapter documents a project which 
failed and outlines some of the reasons for failure. This study of the development 
of a community garden, by Shirley Brice Heath and Daniel Sobol, is certainly “a 
good example,” and much can be learned from the failure. The lens of the ethno- 
grapher’s eye assumes that everything makes sense from the participants’ perspec- 
tive, and failure can be as instructive as success. Related to this, the last chapter, by 
M. Sidury Christiansen and Marcia Farr, investigates from the participants’ per- 
spective whether parents and children in the particular context of Mexican 
migrants back in Mexico actually want to learn English. 

Other studies juxtapose different theories of literacy in different domains of life, 
so Maria Lucia Castanheira provides clear case studies of children in working-class 
families “playing school” at home. Similarly, Gloria Hernandez investigates young 
rural students who have only schooled notions of literacy to draw upon when 
making sense of their everyday lives. And Elsie Rockwell examines the oral medi- 
ation of written texts within elementary school classrooms in Mexico. 


Global Impact of Local Examples 


These chapters work well as specific situated examples of literacy as a social prac- 
tice. But at the same time they resonate with other specific studies across the 
world. I will provide just one example, although there are many possible ones to 
pursue in the book. The study by Kalman of the fishermen learning to use GPS 
technology set me thinking in many different directions. One of my favorite 
academic books is John Singleton’s 1998 collection Literacy in Likely Places. This is 
a set of studies of different forms of apprenticeship in Japan, ranging from learning 
to become a potter or a doctor, through to becoming Zen master or a diver. The 
book is about the commonalities of learning in these “likely places.” Keeping to 
the nautical theme of Kalman’s study, I am also reminded of Hutchins’ studies of 
learning to navigate (1995) with its close attention to the practical details of peo- 
ple’s decision making in practice. Kalman’s work brings these examples of learn- 
ing in practice up to date with the incorporation of new technologies into 
everyday practices. And a study based in East Africa (Pfaff, 2010) of people taking 
up the affordances of mobile phones has many parallels and provides another 
global link. 

Whether or not they are explicit about it, many of the studies reported in this 
book can be seen as drawing upon ethnographic approaches for their methodol- 
ogy (whilst not claiming to be full ethnographies—see Barton, 2011). They have 
the attention to close detail of ethnographic approaches, the studies are located in 


The Threat of aGood Example 217 


their cultural context, and often participants’ perceptions are central. Several are 
innovative and imaginative in their multi-method approaches. These are all key 
characteristics of studies utilizing ethnographic approaches. A central question is 
how one can move out from individual ethnographic studies—or any qualitative 
research for that matter—to engage with a broader literature and to say something 
of more general significance. I am sure that the particular cases of each of the chap- 
ters can be taken out from their situated contexts in this way and located alongside 
cases from around the world. In this way the studies are both local and global. 


Is there a Latin American Literacy Studies? 


The question that arises for me having read these cases is whether there is a dis- 
tinct Latin American approach above and beyond the particular cases. To answer 
this I have been thinking about what I knew about Latin American approaches to 
literacy before reading this collection and how these few threads are woven into 
something stronger by all these new examples. There have been Specific earlier 
studies set in Latin America which have been informed by literacy studies, such 
as Wogan’s study of the place of writing in an indigenous community in Ecuador 
(2004) and the study of scribes and their clients in Mexico City by Kalman 
(1999). Within literacy studies, the most active area where the voice of Latin 
Americans has been heard, however, is through studies of Spanish-speaking chil- 
dren and adults in the United States, often making links between home practices 
and educational practices; for example some of the studies reported in collections 
such as Hull and Schultz (2001), Perez (2004), Farr (2005), Lewis, Enciso, and 
Moje (2007), and Purcell-Gates (2007). A study of “illegal aliens” in the United 
States and how they used their knowledge of Spanish to invent a writing system 
for English, their “illegal alphabet” (Kalmar, 2001), is a study which deserves wider 
recognition within literacy studies, showing the centrality of social practices even 
when discussing phonological aspects of language. 

I personally knew about Latin American literacy work first through knowing 
about the Nicaraguan Literacy Campaigns of the 1980s carried out in Spanish, 
local languages, and English. At that time there was also information available 
about the popular education projects in Mexico. I also knew about the theory and 
the practice of Freirian approaches to literacy emanating from Brazil. Often they 
were seen as voices from afar, and I remember listening to Paulo Freire speaking 
in a cold converted church in Edinburgh and advising Scottish adult education 
projects. Close attention was being paid to how to learn lessons from projects car- 
ried out in Brazil. Coming rapidly to the present, in my current research I have 
been in contact with Latin Americans in Argentina and Mexico as informants in 
studies I have been doing of writing on the Internet: these photographers strategi- 
cally make language choices when writing on the Internet, choosing Spanish or 
English to assert their identities, often wanting to both strengthen local ties and 
to assert global identities (Lee and Barton, 2011). 
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These are a whole range of quite disparate studies. They provide individual 
threads and, from my position at least, ones that are quite hard to bring together 
into a coherent pattern. This book provides much more ranging over the domains 
of family, community, education, and work places. The studies of education go 
from early years through to academic writing in universities. With all these topics 
held together with a common framework, the strength of Latin American Literacy 
Studies (or as the editors will rightly insist Latin American Literacy and Numeracy 
Studies) is assured. There is a parallel with the interaction between Francophone 
and Anglophone literacy research, and I have recently been involved in a collabo- 
ration with French researchers, linking across cultures and traditions of research 
(Barton and Papen, 2010), and there the studies were both distinctive and situated 
and at the same time global. 

So I want to answer the question “Is there a Latin American Literacy Studies?” 
with a resounding “Yes.” At the same time I want to argue almost the opposite, 
that, as well as being specific, such studies are inevitably global. To understand 
how specific studies are both situated and global, I was struck by a recent study 
of Mexican lives which challenges the myth of “illiteracy” by positioning people 
in the era of global capitalism (Hernandez-Zamora, 2010). It demonstrates how 
studies can be very specific but at the same time can locate people in global proc- 
esses. Locating our studies in these broader processes of globalization can provide 
clarity for literacy studies. Starting from the idea of “really useful knowledge,” Elsa 
Auerbach (2005) puts forward some principles of how literacy studies can “think 
globally and act locally.” This applies to the studies in this book. These situated 
studies contain commonalities with studies from around the world and quite 
similar things are being acted out in very different places. Every chapter is relevant 
to global concerns. Whether we are thinking of the impact of new technologies, 
or divisions between everyday knowledge and school knowledge, changing 
demands with migration to cities, or access to education for excluded groups, 
these are all literacy issues and they are all global issues. These detailed studies 
contribute to profound discussions about the nature of knowledge and commu- 
nication in a changing world which looks increasingly risky, vulnerable, and 
uncertain. 
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